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Diana Dumitru

Listening to Silence

What Soviet Postwar Trial Materials Resist Revealing
about the Holocaust
Abstract
This article draws on Soviet postwar investigations of crimes and trial materials in order to
illuminate how the representation of wartime anti-Jewish violence shapes contemporary
historians’ knowledge of the Holocaust. The study intertwines two different but tightly connected strands of analysis: the first delineates gaps in Soviet postwar trial documentation
while placing them in the sources’ specific legal and social contexts. The second thread of
inquiry highlights the challenges resulting for the study of the Holocaust.

ARTICLE

doi.org/10.23777/SN.0120 | www.vwi.ac.at

After the demise of the Soviet state, an important group of sources became (partially) available to scholars: postwar investigations of crimes and trial materials of
Soviet citizens accused of “collaboration” with the enemy during the Second World
War. As some historians were quick to realise, these documents proved to be of great
importance for the study of the Holocaust. In 2003, the historian Alexander Prusin
made a compelling case for integrating them “into the mainstream of Holocaust
studies”.1 Tanja Penter offered three major reasons why the study of this body of documentation is important: it provides exceptional insight into the conditions of life in
camps and ghettoes; it illuminates the profiles and motives of perpetrators; and, it
helps us to understand how the Soviet regime viewed collaboration.2 Since then, a
number of studies have successfully deployed this set of documentation in their various analyses.3
1 Alexander Prusin, “Fascist Criminals to the Gallows!”: The Holocaust and Soviet War Crimes Trials, December 1945 – February 1946, in: Holocaust and Genocide Studies 17 (2003) 1, 21.
2 Tanja Penter, Collaboration on Trial: New Source Material on Soviet Postwar Trials against Collaborators, in:
Slavic Review 64 (2005) 4, 783-784.
3 Seth Bernstein/Irina Makhalova, Aggregate Treason: A Quantitative Analysis of Collaborator Trials in Soviet
Ukraine and Crimea, in: The Soviet and Post-Soviet Review 46 (2019), 30-54; Alana Holland, Soviet Holocaust
Retribution in Lithuania, 1944–64, in: The Soviet and Post-Soviet Review 46 (2019), 3-29; Wolfgang Schneider, From the Ghetto to the Gulag, from the Ghetto to Israel: Soviet Collaboration Trial against Shargorod
Ghetto’s Jewish Council, in: Journal of Modern European History 17 (2019) 1, 83-97; Vladimir Solonari, On
the Persistence of Moral Judgement: Local Perpetrators in Transnistria as Seen by Survivors and their Christian Neighbors, in: Claire Zalc/Tal Bruttmann (ed.), Microhistories of the Holocaust, New York 2017, 190-208;
Jared McBride, Peasants into Perpetrators: The OUN-UPA and the Ethnic Cleansing of Volhynia, 1943–1944,
Slavic Review 75 (2016) 3, 630-654; Franziska Exeler, The Ambivalent State: Determining Guilt in the PostWorld War II Soviet Union, in: Slavic Review 75 (2016) 3, 606-629; Vladimir Solonari, Hating Soviets – Killing
Jews: How Antisemitic Were Local Perpetrators in Southern Ukraine, 1941–42?, in: Kritika: Explorations in
Russian and Eurasian History 15 (2014) 3, 505-533; Juliette Cadiot/Tanja Penter, Law and Justice in Wartime
and Postwar Stalinism, in: Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 61 (2013) 2, 161-171; Oleksandr Melnyk,
Stalinist Justice as a Site of Memory: Anti-Jewish Violence in Kyiv’s Podil District in September 1941 through
the Prism of Soviet Investigative Documents, in: Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 61 (2013) 2, 223-248;
Vadim Altskan, On the Other Side of the River: Dr. Adolph Herschmann and the Zhmerinka Ghetto, 1941–
1944, in: Holocaust and Genocide Studies 26 (2012) 1, 2-28; Leonid Rein, The Kings and the Pawns: Collaboration in Byelorussia during World War II, New York 2011; Lev Simkin, Death Sentence despite the Law: A Secret 1962 Crimes-against-Humanity Trial in Kiev, in: Holocaust and Genocide Studies 27 (2013) 2, 299-312;
Martin Dean, Crime and Comprehension, Punishment and Legal Attitudes: German and Local Perpetrators
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From the beginning, the issue of credibility disquieted both pundits and the larger public when confronted with this group of sources. Deep suspicions towards the
reliability of documents produced by the infamous Stalinist repressive apparatus
have consistently been expressed. Several studies tackled the matter of the credibility
of Soviet postwar trial materials directly, and gradually a scholarly opinion has taken
shape which supports the validity of the information on the Holocaust provided by
this documentation.4
The current study aims to expand the methodological discussion about Soviet
postwar trial materials by taking it in a new direction. It aims to probe into the biases inbuilt in this documentation and ponder the subtle, almost invisible ways
they influence the production of historical knowledge.5 In the following sections, I
will bring into relief four ‘blind spots’ and illustrate them with relevant examples
culled from the dossiers that came to my attention. Hopefully, this will provide additional food for thought on the challenges that historians encounter when working with these and other relevant sources and will remind us that real life experience is exponentially wider than that described by the sources which fall into our
hands.

A Violent but Emotionless Society

ARTICLE

All Soviet postwar trial dossiers share several common features. First of all, the
documents are written in a standardised, concise, and dry language. Unmistakably
Soviet idioms are recognisable especially in investigative reports, prosecutors’ correspondences, and court decisions – all part of the dossiers. At the same time, the
bulk of any dossier is usually comprised of numerous structured interrogations of
the defendant and of the witnesses of the case; this cross-examination is shaped exclusively by the interrogator’s queries. Moreover, the interrogations follow a predetermined template: The questions are narrowly focussed and aim at obtaining direct
descriptions of specific (presumably criminal) acts. As a rule, the interrogator avoids
dwelling on other non-related aspects touched upon by interlocutors during crossexaminations. As a result, the stories from the dossiers are cut short of possible complex ramifications. One of the outcomes of this particular mode of filtering materials
of the Holocaust in Domachevo, Belarus, in the Records of Soviet, Polish, German, and British War Crimes
Investigations, in: David Bankier/Dan Michman (ed.), Holocaust and Justice: Representation and Historio
graphy of the Holocaust in Post-War Trials, New York 2011, 265-280; Yitzhak Arad, Popular Collaboration in
the Baltic States: Between Evasion and Facing a Burdensome Past, in: Roni Stauber (ed.), Collaboration with
the Nazis: Public Discourse after the Holocaust, London 2011, 53-68; Tanja Penter, Local Collaborators on
Trial: Soviet War Crimes Trials under Stalin (1943–1953), in: Cahiers du Monde russe 49 (2008) 2, 341-364;
Vladimir Solonari, Patterns of Violence: The Local Population and the Mass Murder of Jews in Bessarabia and
Northern Bukovina, July–August 1941, in: Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 8 (2007) 4,
749-787; Jeffrey Jones, “Every Family Has its Freak”: Perceptions of Collaboration in Occupied Soviet Russia,
1943–1948, in: Slavic Review 64 (2005) 4, 747-770.
4 Alexander Prusin, The “Second Wave” of Soviet Justice: The 1960s War Crimes Trials, in: Norman J. W. Goda
(ed.), Rethinking Holocaust Justice: Essays across Disciplines, New York 2018, 129-157; Diana Dumitru, Challenging Stalinist Justice: A Review of Holocaust Crimes after 1953, in: Simon Geissbühler (ed.), Romania and
the Holocaust: Events. Context. Aftermath, Stuttgart 2016, 171-190; Diana Dumitru, An Analysis of Soviet
Postwar Investigation and Trial Documents and Their Relevance for Holocaust Studies, in: Michael DavidFox/Peter Holquist/Alexander Martin (ed.), The Holocaust in the East: Local Perpetrators and Soviet Responses, Pittsburgh 2014, 142-157.
5 I studied the dossiers relating to crimes that took place in the territory of the Moldavian SSR and the Ukrainian SSR – in the latter case, specifically those committed in the territory of Transnistria during the Second
World War. These files have been preserved in the former KGB archives of the Moldavian SSR and the Ukrainian SSR and copies were made available at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM).
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ARTICLE

is that human emotions are almost entirely absent in the history they reproduce. A
violent but emotionless society inhabits the pages of this documentation.
To a certain extent, this void is an intended outcome, designed by the relevant
institutions and prosecutors who aspired to establish the credibility of the evidence
by outlining its ‘rational’ and ‘objective’ character. Soviet investigators appear to have
shied away from registering any tempestuous comments made by interrogated individuals in the minutes they recorded, not wanting to ‘taint’ the depositions and further ‘discredit’ such evidence in the eyes of Soviet courts. Simultaneously, as in other
countries, the official setting of interrogations made interlocutors less keen on elaborating on their own or other persons’ feelings. These two factors joined together to
ensure that barely any description of individuals’ feelings are mentioned in dossiers.
Even when victims revealed personal tragedies, they tended to do so in a neutral
voice, stated as a matter of fact. The tone of such voices comes with a chilling effect,
depicting a ruthlessly violent and cold-bloodied society.
One example serves to illustrate this point. Khaia Khuvin, a resident of the village
of Alexeevka, in the region of Odessa, suffered her three children being executed by
Romanian gendarmes in Transnistria in 1942.6 She herself miraculously survived
the killing. In 1948, Khuvin testified against the former Jewish head of the ghetto,
accused of sending the Khuvins into the hands of the Romanian gendarmes. The
woman’s deposition summarises the murder in stern language:
“In July 1942, when I arrived together with my family – my two daughters
Sara Davidovna, born in 1925, and Elizaveta, born in 1927, and my son Izia,
born in 1934 – at the ‘Ghetto’ camp in the city of Rybnitsa in the Moldavian
Soviet Socialist Republic, with the intention of remaining in this camp, I was
refused the registration inside the camp. At the same time, the Romanian
gendarmes during the night took our entire family to the Dniester bridge
and there shot my two daughters and son and threw them into the River
Dniester. While my two children were being executed, I rushed to run across
the bridge. The gendarmes started shooting and inflicted two bullet injures
in my leg and hip. After I was injured, I fell into a hole in the bridge and hung
on logs. In the morning at dawn, an unknown man took me off the logs and
brought me to his apartment in the city of Rybnitsa. He also provided me
with medical care and hid me in his apartment for three days.”7
Khuvin’s account got a little more personal, but not much, when she was repeatedly interrogated ten years later. In 1957, she testified:
“at night I was taken away for the execution together with my children and
other citizens arrested by [Romanian] gendarmes. When they took us to the
River Prut [sic], the Romanians took away my children, but I was put on the
bridge and [the gendarmes] shot. I fell and got hooked on the wire, while
being injured. When I was hanging on the wire, I saw how a Romanian
threw my son alive into the river; he was still swimming and I tried to free
myself and to jump to him into the water, but since the wire pierced my neck,
I was unable to free myself and later lost conscience. My two daughters were
6 The territory known as Transnistria during the Second World War came under the authority of Romania as a
result of an agreement signed on 30 August 1941 with Germany. Transnistria was located between the rivers
Dniester and Bug. Its northern border was settled on a line connecting Moghilev-Podolsky and Vinnitsa; its
southern border was bounded by the Black Sea. The region remained under Romanian occupation until the
spring of 1944. See more on the Holocaust in Transnistria and Romania in: Jean Ancel, The History of the
Holocaust in Romania, translated by Yaffah Murciano and edited by Leon Volovici, Lincoln 2011.
7 USHMM, RG-54.003 (War Crimes Investigation and Trial Records from the Republic of Moldova, 1944–
1955), file of Samuil Boșernițan. Tom II, 46-47.
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shot by Romanians. Passing across the bridge, a local resident accidentally
found me, took me off the wire, and saved me. He brought me to his home
where I spent some time.”8
Khuvin’s emotions bubbled up only once, when during the second round of scrutiny of the defendant’s case, an investigator asked, once again, whether her statement
was true, mentioning that the defendant denied all her accusations in his official
complaint.9 This time, Khuvin’s indignation mixed with fury came out in the recorded minutes of the interrogation:
“[The accused] is very cunning. His statement does not correspond to reality. When I came to him with my children and started to ask him to register
my family, he demanded gold from me. I fell to his feet and begun to kiss his
feet, my children also begged him, cried, fell in front of him, but [the defendant] Boșernițan ordered […] me and my children to be taken to the
[Romanian] gendarmerie. How can he now deny this circumstance? He
completely lost his sense of shame. I will never forgive him for that. He took
the children away from me, left me miserable, for the sake of his personal
goal – gain.”10
Alas, such depositions are rare and in most cases, when weaving a historical account based on Soviet postwar investigations and trial sources, there is a risk that the
protagonists from these stories appear as detached and cold-hearted people. As a
result, the society might be portrayed as dangerously black and white, like on an old
television set. Avoiding falling into the trap of monochromacy is one of the issues to
be aware of when dealing with this group of sources.

Seeing Like a Man

ARTICLE

The second challenge is connected to the fact that the analysed material is almost
exclusively the product of male authors, given the fact that all the interrogators were
men. In a small number of cases there were female judges in Soviet courts, but this
circumstance did not substantially influence the content of the postwar investigations and trials. This specific structural framework guaranteed the filtering of information through a male’s perspective. Implicitly, it meant a certain blindness towards
gender issues, such as the lack of (or at least a reduced) interest in topics relating to
women’s bodily harm, child abuse, and so forth. To the historian’s chagrin, various
hints lurking in the background of collected statements were never probed further
by the investigators.
For example, a Jewish survivor of a ghetto in Transnistria interrogated as a witness
in the case of an individual accused of collaboration mentioned during her interrogation that she was forced to leave the ghetto for two weeks to wash clothes for Romanian soldiers. Apparently, the investigator was uninterested in this episode.11 How
ever, the story’s elements ring alarm bells. The girl was only nineteen and she begged
not to be taken away, insisting that “she did not know how to do laundry”. Why was
she chosen from a population of over one thousand of the ghetto’s detainees? Was she
exposed to sexual abuse during those two weeks when forced to “do laundry for
8 Ibid., 288.
9 The defendant’s dossier was returned to Chișinău for additional investigation, for the second time, by the
Supreme Court in Moscow.
10 USHMM, RG-54.003, file of Samuil Boșernițan, Tom. II, 289-289 verso.
11 Ibid., testimony of Maria Tatal, 90.
Diana Dumitru: Listening to Silence
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ARTICLE

 omanian soldiers”? Unfortunately, we will never know the answers to these quesR
tions.
Another puzzling example comes from the file of a former Selbstschutz member,
Fedor Buch, one of the perpetrators of the Bogdanovka massacre.12 A Ukrainian
woman named Nadezhda Kulik, when interrogated as a witness in the case, mentioned an odd incident:
“In the spring of 1942, Fedor Buch came drunk to my home and began telling me that I should immediately go with him to [the village of] Stepkovka.
He did not tell me why I should go to Stepkovka. When I refused, he threatened me, stating that if I would not go, then I would suffer a Jewish death. I
had to go to Stepkovka. When I arrived at Stepkovka, Buch Fedor was drinking with somebody during the entire night, and in the morning he took me
back.”13
The episode clearly withheld something and no attempt to clarify it was undertaken by the interrogator. The Soviet official simply skipped over this ambiguous incident. However, I could not stop wondering why the woman, unsolicited, mentioned this incident. The woman’s profile – 29 years old in 1942 (when the alleged
episode took place), a Komsomol member before 1941, and a member of the Communist Party and a junior brigadier (zven’evaia) during the time of interrogation –
suggests two possible explanations: either the woman was trying to allude towards
some form of non-consensual sex with the defendant or Kulik was trying to anticipate a possible blow to her postwar good standing as a Soviet citizen, a threat posed
by a wartime love affair with the defendant. The latter scenario presumed that the
woman was setting the ground for her claims of a coerced relation, in case her liaison
was revealed in the course of investigation. One can only speculate.
Unexpectedly, another woman’s unsolicited comment shed light on the abovementioned episode. In the same dossier, during an interrogation, the wife of Fedor
Buch mentioned:
“After his cure [Buch contracted typhus during the mass killings in Bogdanovka], my husband begun to cohabitate with Kulik, maiden name Zhigalova, Nadezhda. Once I caught him with her in the storage room of the canteen […]. When I caught them, I started a fight with Kulik. At home, my
husband beat me because of this.”14
This was one of the felicitous but rare cases that an answer could be found in the
pages of the dossier itself. As revealed by this additional snippet of information,
Kulik was indeed trying to reframe her wartime love affair in order to hide her dangerous association with the defendant.
The male’s perspective also ensured that women were less frequently summoned
as witnesses. While one could argue that there were objective reasons for this circumstance and that in a traditional society women could have been absent from the
murder sites, and therefore less valuable as witnesses, it would not be unreasonable
to assume a gender bias. It is startling to discover that women who were key witnesses, or even direct victims in an investigated crime, were excluded from the investigation. Take the example of Khaia Khuvin: Despite her family being identified by
12 For more information on the Bogdanovka massacre, see: Diana Dumitru, Genocide for Sanitary Purposes?
The Bogdanovka Murder in Light of Postwar Trial Documents, in: Journal of Genocide Research 10 (2018),
1-21.
13 USHMM, RG-31.018M (Post War Crimes Trials Related to the Holocaust, Ukraine), reel 78 (Fond 5, file
no.10890), testimony of Nadezhda Kulik, frames 317-318.
14 USHMM, RG-31.018M, reel 78, minutes of the interrogation of Daria Buch, frame 330.
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interrogators among the defendant’s main victims, only after the Soviet Supreme
Court’s second order to “return the case for supplementary investigation” (vernut’ na
dosledovanie) did it transpire that Khuvin had not been interrogated. Thus, three
years after the arrest of the defendant, it was arranged for Khuvin’s testimony to be
collected.15
When offered the chance to speak unhindered (and when their recollections were
actually put on paper), some of the women’s testimonies are particularly gripping. In
such cases, vivid details break through the dry and uniform voice of the investigation materials. While not necessarily of great value for the direct purposes of the
prosecution (which prioritised eye-witness descriptions of the crimes), they offer
graphic images of specific episodes of the Holocaust. A dramatic description was offered in relation to one of the accusations against Buch, namely the murder of a teenage boy (about 14 years old), presumably an escapee from Bogdanovka. The boy’s
capture and murder occurred on the premises of a bakery where women formed the
main employees. Hence, several of them were interrogated after the war. A witness
named Alexandra Minina described her encounter with the Jewish boy:
“I remember it was cold, but there was no snow […]. I had left the bakery on
my own business and saw a badly dressed boy walking. He was wearing a
quilted jacket [fufaika], torn pants, but what he was wearing on his feet I do
not remember. Through the torn pants on his right leg blood was visible. I
called out to the boy and took him with me to the bakery […]. I gave the boy
some water and he washed his face and hands and I fed him. Except for myself nobody else was in the bakery.”16
A second woman testified about what happened hours later. While she was baking bread and the boy was warming up by the oven, Fedor Buch entered the building.
He took the boy to an apartment in the vicinity. The woman followed the two, trying
to see what would happen to the boy. After some time they came out of the building,
“the boy was shaking all over and he stank”. What had happened inside the building
was then revealed by the deposition of a third woman, Anna Shelest. It was in her
apartment that Buch brought the boy and asked some Soviet prisoners of war present
there to beat the boy. The prisoners refused to comply. As Shelest testified: “Buch
begun to beat the boy [so hard] that he relieved himself.” Afterwards, Buch took the
boy outside and shot him behind the building, before throwing his body into a pit
that local residents used as a toilet.17
Such powerful reconstructions of the last hours of a victim’s life are rare and usually tucked away inside the voluminous dossiers, mostly as side notes. Alas, from the
point of view of the interrogators, information about an anti-Soviet joke or the defendant’s membership in a political party (especially in the case of Bessarabia) during the interwar period seemed to have been more valuable than details about the
victims’ clothes, shoes, fears, or smells. However, for historians of the Holocaust,
they are among the most precious pieces of information to be culled. It should be the
historian’s goal not to allow them to remain side notes.

15 USHMM, RG-54.003, file of Samuil Boșernițan, Tom II, 1-2. After the war, Khuvin moved to Moscow where
she lived with her nephew.
16 USHMM, RG-31.018M, reel 78, frame 428.
17 USHMM, RG-31.018M, reel 78, frame 433.
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The Perpetrator Outside the Social Fabric

ARTICLE

The third important void relates to the social networks that (usually) connected
the perpetrator to their surrounding social fabric. Understandably, most of the people interrogated as witnesses tried to downplay or even remained silent about their
previous social contacts with the accused individuals, fearing a possible association
with the culprits. The defendants in turn showed restraint in detailing pre-war and
wartime interactions, aiming to avoid further incrimination resulting from an expanded probe into various aspects of their lives and activities. At first glance, such
omissions may seem unimportant, yet the opposite is true. Reading postwar trial
materials without this caveat in mind results in the distorted perception that the perpetrators were people living on the margins of society, as social outcasts. This perception is only consolidated by the heavily ideologised language of the Soviet dossiers,
which were intended to castigate the defendants and signal that these individuals
were pariahs in the ‘socialist paradise’. Nevertheless, bits of evidence slipped into
some files point towards resilient and meaningful social connections between the
defendants and broader society.
This evidence suggests that silent but vigorous supportive actions were undertaken by the defendants’ family members, friends, and acquaintances during the investigation and trial period. For example, in the above-mentioned case of Boșernițan,
we learn in passing from the depositions of Khuvin that an acquaintance of the defendant tried to reach out to Khuvin when she arrived in Chișinău to take part to the
trial, and asked her not to inculpate Boșernițan, promising “any sum of money” in
return.18 Another of Boșernițan’s acquaintances made repeated attempts in the foyer
of the courthouse to convince Khuvin to give positive testimony about the defendant, reasoning that her children “cannot be returned” anyway.19
Probably most such incidents, in which various individuals tried to arrange exonerating depositions by threatening or bribing witnesses and victims, will remain unknown to us. However, these glimpses indicate the existence of social ties that held
great significance to the defendants before, during, and after the war. Additionally,
brief references to drinking parties and shared dirty secrets hint at much wider networks of solidarity than can be directly deduced from the testimonies.20 The story
that we should not allow to slip through the cracks of history is that of the perpetrators’ social frame of reference. This case makes it especially clear that we need to
complement our research with other sources. The use of other sources will widen the
perspective on the perpetrators, leading to a different social profile compared to the
image that transpires from the investigations and court materials. For example,
something that I never discovered in the postwar trial dossiers, but found expressed
in oral history, was the compassion shown towards the convicts jailed for their participation in the Holocaust. Thus, in a 2010 oral history interview, a Moldovan, who
at the age of 20 witnessed the shooting of 82 local Jews by Moldovan peasants, expressed sympathy for the assassins, who “went to jail, poor them” (o făcut pușcărie
săracii).21

18 USHMM, RG-54.003, file of Samuil Boșernițan. Tom II, the testimony of Khana Khuvin, 289.
19 Ibid.
20 For example, the investigation materials of the Bogdanovka massacre reveal that barrels with alcohol were
delivered in order to maintain the motivation and courage of the executioners. USHMM, RG-31.018M, reel 78,
frame 870.
21 USHMM, RG-50.572.0154, audio interview with Ion Cârhană (2010).
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How Much We (Do Not) Know About Violence and Its Victims

ARTICLE

The last point to highlight is that violence was much more ubiquitous and the ignorance thereof much greater than we as historians might normally assume. Reading through tens of thousands of pages of materials saturated with addresses, biographical notes, minutes of interrogations, court proceedings, and written appeals,
innocuously but strongly build confidence about the enormous wealth of information we possess on committed violence. This is prone to produce an exaggerated belief that we are able to look into all the dark corners of violence and that we know
almost everything that there is to be known about countless episodes of violence
committed during the Holocaust. Alas, multiple events most probably escaped
through the net of historical study and too many victims will remain unknown, as
evinced in the above-mentioned case of the teenage boy murdered by Fedor Buch in
a tiny village in Ukraine. Even if we identify the place where his bones rest today, we
will probably never be able to discover the boy’s name along with information concerning any other violence that he experienced before the day he was beaten and
then shot.
Moreover, even when the killing sites were located in postwar investigations and
the remains of the victims were unearthed, the victims often remained anonymous.
This is evident in the case of a group of Jews who were shot in the winter of 1942 in
the vicinity of a little known village named Yastrubynove in Ukraine.22 The postwar
investigators collected evidence against local ethnic German and Ukrainian policemen, who according to the investigation materials shot over three thousand Jews on
the occupiers’ orders and threw the victims’ bodies into six cemented wells. Witnesses of this crime testified that layers of bodies were covered with straw, doused
with gasoline, and set on fire. Six wells (each of them 1.5 metres in diameter and 30
metres in depth) were discovered on a site known to locals as “Kamennaia Balka”, as
detailed in the exhumation reports: Four wells included skeletons in a “semi-lying
position”, bodies of children and teenagers with traces of bullet wounds, and “remnants of human bones, clothes, and unburned bodies”, while two of the six wells were
empty.23 The only information about the victims’ identities to be found in the dossier
specifies that these were Jews from Odessa, brought to Yastrubynove by Romanian
soldiers. For now, this is how thousands of Jewish men, women, and children from
Yastrubynove will go down in history, unless someday forensic archaeology coupled
with DNA analysis is able to discover the victims’ individual names.
In the meantime, we must rely on the professional tools available to historians:
cross-checking various groups of sources, gathering oral history and other documents to obtain a more insightful view into individuals’ mental worlds and their surrounding social fabric, and staying alert and in a ‘questioning mode’. Such practices
will hopefully ensure more astute and sensible interpretations of available documents and will result in a more complex and sensible understanding of the Holocaust.

22 USHMM, RG-31.018M, reel 78, minutes of the interrogation of Matvei Frelich, frames 2018-2026.
23 USHMM, RG-31.018M, reel 78, frames 2063-2065.
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This article seeks to reconstruct the trajectory of a Polish Jewish family, the Cyngels, from
their pre-war life up to their migration to America in the early 1950s, encompassing their
various experiences of war (survival in Poland and the Soviet Union) and of the aftermath of
the Holocaust in Poland and Germany. It seeks to highlight the value of a microhistorical
approach towards post-Holocaust migrations, as well as the need for a deeper understanding
of the different group identities of Jewish migrants. The article adopts a comparative perspective, examining the experiences of the Cyngel family alongside those of other Jewish
survivors from their hometown in Poland. Attentive to the agency of Jewish migrants in responding to the challenges of their post-war situation, the article pursues a history from
below of the different displaced persons camps through which the Cyngels passed, complemented by a historiographic analysis drawing above all on camp administrations archives,
alongside archival collections located in Poland and those of diverse international institutions. In addition, the article revisits established opinions on different aspects of post-Holocaust Jewish migration, such as the experiences that shaped the trajectories of migrants and
the strategies which they adopted in response to the various constraints imposed on them by
the International Refugee Organization (IRO).

Froim and Pesa Cyngel raised five children in Lubartów, a small town near Lublin, a typical Polish shtetl, which in 1939 had 8,121 inhabitants, including 3,411 Jews.
Abram, the eldest son, was born in 1906, followed by Dawid in 1908, Szlama in 1911
and the twins Laja and Naftal in March 1914. When the Polish authorities registered
the population in 1932, the mother Pesa had already passed away. Abram had left
home and settled with Ruchla Hochberger – apparently without marrying – with
whom he had three children.1 Dawid, Szlama, Laja, and Naftal still lived with their
father Froim on ulica Lubelska 21, the town’s main street and the road to Lublin.2
This article follows the trajectory of the Cyngel family during and after the Holocaust, especially that of the three brothers who survived, and examines how the wartime experience of persecution shaped their post-war migration. The documentation available on this particular family is sufficiently rich to allow for a reconstruction of their migration from Poland to America mapped against their pre-war
situation and wartime experiences.3 The aim is not to fill in the documentary gaps
1 State Archives in Lublin (APL), 35/43/0/7/45/24-25, 1932 Lubartów 1932 population register, volume 6.
2 APL, 35/43/0/7/42/180-181, Lubartów 1932 population register, volume 4.
3		 The documents are held in three sets of archives: archives from Lubartów, the birthplace of the Cyngel family,
held in the State Archives in Lublin; persecution and wartime related archives and documents concerning the
aftermath of the Holocaust in Poland, all held at the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw (ŻIH); and migration archives generated by international organisations like the International Refugee Organization (IRO) held
in the Bad Arolsen Archives, in the International Tracing Service (ITS), and in the French National Archives
in Pierrefitte-sur-Seine near Paris (AN). I have not yet had the opportunity to consult former Soviet or AmerThomas Chopard: Post-Holocaust Migrations from Poland to America
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with contextual elements, but rather to study intensively the available documentation in order to consider what light the experiences of these individuals may shed on
the general context, or in other words to study how their personal initiatives were
frustrated or advanced by the policies of international institutions and how diverse
factors relating to the profile of individual migrants, such as their individual experience of war, their life situation, or their group identity, intersected favourably or unfavourably with the imperatives of these institutions. The scope of this article is limited to a consideration of other survivors from Lubartów, allowing for a strict and
controlled comparison.4
Historiography on post-Holocaust migrations usually relies on personal testimonies alongside the archives of camp administrations and international organisations
and consequently offers a ‘static’ vision of the migrations.5 The microhistorical approach adopted here should be seen not as contradictory but complementary to this
historiography ‘from above’, as it allows for a consideration of the entanglement of
individual and familial trajectories with more global tensions and constraints. It also
enables an exploration of how diverse aspects of each family member’s identity and
wartime experience took on significance at different stages of their migrant trajectory. We can access this intersecting perspective not by consulting specific testimonies, but rather by following the traces contained in archives relating to a family that
otherwise does not stand out from others amidst the mass migration which took
place in the wake of war.6 By following the trajectory of the Cyngel family, I will consider how their experience changes our understanding of certain crucial aspects of
the migration process: the circumstances of departure, directions of movement, proican immigration archives. Although this article focusses on trajectories within the European continent, in
the future the aim is to arrive at a more encompassing study of the phenomenon by mobilising such materials.
One peculiarity of the combination of documents used here is that it does not rely on unusual sources or testimonies but on documentation also available for other Lubartówians and for Jewish migrants in general. One
of the very first challenges which the researcher faces is that of establishing continuity amidst archival diversity where documents have very different purposes and refer to the same family under different names (I use
the spelling “Cyngel” as well as the first name as signed by the members of the family in the documents, but
they were also referred to as Cingel, Cingiel, Zyngel, or Zingel – the date and place of birth are usually crucial
in confirming identities).
4 By consulting the ITS, I was able to reconstruct the migration trajectory of 37 persons connected to Lubartów
born before 1939 and 14 born during or after the war, giving a combined total of 51. The group encompasses
persons who were born or who lived in Lubartów. The shtetl does not function here as a mere limit, rather as a
common denominator and a starting point. For example, the Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies and USC Shoah Foundation video testimonies reference 26 persons, most of whom spent a short time
in the Lubartów Ghetto. Only where necessary did I mention the names of other Lubartowians, opting for the
most part to refer to them only via archival references. Although allowed by ITS privacy policy, disclosure did
not seem necessary.
5 Zeev W. Mankowitz, Life between Memory and Hope. The Survivors of the Holocaust in Occupied Germany,
Cambridge 2002; Avinoam J. Patt, Michael Berkowitz (ed.), “We Are Here”. New Approaches to Jewish Displaced Persons in Postwar Germany, Detroit 2010; Angelika Königseder, Juliane Wetzel, Waiting for Hope.
Jewish Displaced Persons in Post-World War II Germany, Evanston 2001; Menachem Z. Rosensaft (ed.), Life
Reborn. Jewish Displaced Persons, 1945–1951: Conference Proceedings, Washington, D.C., January 14–17,
2000, Washington, D.C. 2001; Katarzyna Person, Dipisi. Żydzi z Polski w obozach DP w amerykańskiej i brytyjskiej strefach okupacyjnych Niemiec, 1945–1948 [Displaced Persons. Jews from Poland in the DP Camps in
the American and British Occupation Zones of Germany, 1945–1948], Warsaw, 2019.
6 The biographical approach has been critically applied since the beginning of Italian microhistory, but has
more recently been harnessed by a growing literature dealing with migrants and transnational history. On the
classic approach, see: Giovanni Levi, Les usages de la biographie [The Uses of Biography], in: Annales. Economies, sociétés, civilisations 6 (1989), 1325-1336; for a microhistorical approach to migration and transnational
history, see among others: Francesca Trivellato, Is There a Future for Italian Microhistory in the Age of Global
History?, in: California Italian Studies 2 (2011) 1; Natalie Zemon Davis, Trickster Travels. In Search of Leo
Africanus, New York 2006; Sanjay Subrahmanyan, Three Ways to Be Alien. Travails & Encounters in the Early
Modern World, Waltham 2011. For similar promising articulations of microhistory and Holocaust studies,
see: Claire Zalc/Tal Bruttmann (ed.), Microhistories of the Holocaust, New York/Oxford 2017.
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jected and final destinations, as well the legal status of migrants. I will also consider
how persecution and migration reorganised the family and how this evolution
shaped, collectively and individually, the trajectories of the family members. In sum,
my goal is to understand what the family made of their migration and what migration made of them.

From the Holocaust to Migration
In testimonies, migrant trajectories are often recollected in retrospect as taking
the form of a more or less straight line towards a final destination, overarching the
pauses, opportunities, and coincidences which nevertheless punctuated it. Migration archives depict a different situation, one in which constraints of all kinds encountered by Jewish migrants altered pathways and required shifting responses. Emphasising the agency of migrants does not entail neglecting the weight of the constraints placed on them; on the contrary, paying closer attention to the adjustments
and the evolutions of migration trajectories brings into sharper relief what the wider
context was capable of imposing on migrants and the extent to which their position
within this context may have forced them to redirect their path.7
In Migration

ARTICLE

The historiography on displaced persons (DPs) tends to present the Central European context of Jewish migrations as a waiting period during which the political,
cultural, and religious structures recovered by survivors were reconsolidated. The
emphasis is habitually placed on the activities of the Central Committee for Liberated Jews in the American Zone of Occupation, which played a key role in implementing administrative autonomy for the Jewish DPs and the displaced persons
camp in Föhrenwald near Munich. Examining the case of the Cyngel family, a different scenario, one in which Jewish DPs were constantly on the move until their final
departure abroad, comes into view. The Cyngels passed through four camps before
leaving Europe, only ending up in Föhrenwald in 1951. While they did not cross any
borders between 1946 and 1951, migration cannot be neatly segmented into two
separate journeys, one from Poland to Germany and the other from Germany to
America: It rather assumes the form of an ongoing process which took place over the
space of five years. Reconstructing this journey across Germany also allows for a reassessment of the geography of the camps in Central Europe.
When they first arrived from Poland, the Cyngels applied for protection from international organisations under the supervision of the United Nations at a DP assembly point near Berlin known as Camp Schlachtensee (also known as Düppel).8 In
addition to its higher population and superior capacity compared to Föhrenwald (in
that it could accommodate more than 6,000 people), Schlachtensee was the easternmost camp in Germany and thus the gateway to the country from Poland. Entering
Schlachtensee not only afforded migrants the legal protection of the DP camp system, but also gave them access to its material infrastructure. The vast majority of DPs
in Schlachtensee were Jewish: 5,092 Jews and 22 stateless persons had been registered
7 For an overview of different approaches to migrant agency in migration studies, see: Oliver Bakewell, Some
Reflections on Structure and Agency in Migration Theory, in: Journal in Ethnic and Migration Studies, 36
(2010) 10, 1689-1708.
8 For statistical surveys of the DP Camps population encountered by the Cyngels family, see the appendix.
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a few days before the Cyngels arrived. Schlachtensee was thus very different in character from the other Berlin camp, which was overcrowded and contained a melting
pot of nationalities.9 Whether one ended up at one or the other camp immediately
resulted in a very different migration and accomodation experience. Schlachtensee,
for example, offered opportunities that were non-existent at other assembly points.
Newly arrived migrants could apply for support not only from the United Nations
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) like every potential DP, but also
from the Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC or Joint).
This choice was neither random or spontaneous nor part of a fixed strategy but
rather continuously elaborated along the way. The family registered with the Berlin
Jewish Community when they arrived.10 Although the community seems, according
to various JDC reports, to have been lacking in resources, it nevertheless played a key
role in channelling newcomers towards mostly Jewish assembly points. Seen from this
perspective, navigation in the Jewish DP camp system was a co-construct between
migrants, international organisations, and Jewish local and international institutions.
The Berlin Blockade led to the closure of the Schlachtensee camp in July 1948, so
the Cyngels were forced to set out for Gabersee in the American Zone of Occupation
near Wasserburg, another Jewish DP camp, which itself closed on 30 June 1950. Following the slow decline of the population in its camps, the IRO decided in early 1949
to dismantle some of its infrastructure and to gather DPs in fewer assembly points.11
Yet the Gabersee camp remained at full capacity up until its closure.12 The relocation
of the DPs was not only a response to an administrative imperative, it also served to
control the migrants as they were forced to fill out new forms, confirm their status
with new authorities, renew their support, and – as we will see later – reconsider
their migration plans. This tight control is materialised in the cards which the
Cyngels like all other Jewish DPs were given: Covered in stamps, they came affixed
with the injunction that bearers were to carry them “at all times”.
After the Gabersee camp closed, the Cyngel family reached the Feldafing camp,
the first predominantly Jewish DP camp, opened in May 1945 not far from Munich.
While the vast majority of the population was Jewish when the Cyngel family arrived, the situation quickly evolved here. In Feldafing, Jewish DPs had represented
94.8 per cent of the camp’s population in July 1950, but just a year later they were in
the minority. The population of the camp itself also decreased: With a capacity of
2,450, only 1,779 DPs were present in October 1951 (compared to 2,617 in July 1950),
including only 32 Jews among a very diverse population.13 While there were still
1,585 DPs in April 1952, in the space of a couple of months the reorganisation of the
DP population had pushed the Jewish DPs towards the exit and to the nearby camp
of Föhrenwald. The latter was in fact almost empty when the Cyngels arrived in 1951.
Capable of hosting 4,200 DPs, it contained only 1,779 upon their arrival, of whom
1,696 were registered as Jewish.14
9 ITS, 3.1.1.0, UNRRA Statistical Report, 9 August 1946.
10 Data regarding Jewish DP Cards registered by the Jewish Community in Berlin is available on the website of
the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum: https://www.ushmm.org/online/hsv/source_view.php?
SourceId=20702 (18 March 2020).
11 AN, AJ 43 825; ITS, 3.1.1.0, Letter of the International Tracing Service in US Zone and list of closed facilities,
4 August 1949.
12 ITS, 3.1.1.0, Summary of D.P. Population – IRO Assembly Centers United States Zone, 23 April 1950.
13 ITS, 3.1.1.0, Summary of D.P. Population – IRO Assembly Centers United States Zone, 19 July 1950; Summary
of D.P. Population – IRO Assembly Centers United States Zone, 19 October 1951. For complete figures, see
appendix.
14 ITS, 3.1.1.0, Summary of D.P. Population – IRO Assembly Centers United States Zone, 19 October 1951.
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The path traced by the Cyngels thus followed the shifting geography of the DP
camp system in Germany. As an entry point into Central Europe, Berlin was initially at its heart. Under the pressure, however, of international tensions and the internal reorganisation of the IRO, its centre of gravity then moved decisively towards
the American Zone of Occupation.
In Search of a Destination

ARTICLE

This constant instability posed ever new challenges for the Cyngel family. At each
stage, Dawid and Dora were forced to re-evaluate the possibilities open to them and
to envisage a new destination.15 During the course of their migration, the Cyngels
considered three different destinations before finally opting for a fourth.16 Their
shifting plans reflect the tension between their migration plans, pursuing real or imagined opportunities, and pressures from the IRO.
Upon arrival in Germany, Dawid, Dora, and their five-month-old daughter
Chawa, as well as the two brothers Naftal and Szlama, all declared their desire to
emigrate to Palestine. Later, upon leaving the Berlin area in 1948, their intention was
clearly to depart for the United States. They were in turn frustrated in this ambition
by the US Congress, which adopted the Displaced Persons Act in June 1948: Until its
revision in 1950, the DP Act strongly restricted immigration from the newly formed
Eastern Bloc, de facto forbidding East-Central European Jews from entering the
USA.17 The Cyngel family nevertheless continued to entertain the notion of emigrating to the United States for a while, with Palestine in retrospect always having constituted more of a default destination for the family. Most likely, it represented for
them, as it did for many survivors, a secondary choice, almost a backup plan: less an
illustration of Zionist enthusiasm than a pragmatic response to the demands of international agencies which immediately forced migrants to formulate their own resettlement plans.
The American impasse ultimately compelled the Cyngels to declare their intention to seek entry into Australia in 1950 when they joined the Feldafing camp and
registered with the JDC office in Paris.18 Circumstances drove them into a corner:
where previously moving from one camp to another had allowed them to delay their
final departure, after Föhrenwald they had run out of options. The final chapter of
the resettlement process of the DP population under the supervision of the IRO
forced the Cyngels to make a choice between integrating into the local German
economy and immediate departure. They reacted by accelerating their migration
abroad and applying for resettlement in Canada on 8 November 1951. Cornered,
they opted for a secure destination and on 16 November Dawid and his family embarked on their journey to the American continent.19
15 The development of their plans is reflected at various stages on their DP cards updated by the international
organisations: ITS, 3.1.1.1, AEF DP Registration Record, Cards for David, Naftali, Dora, and Chawa Zingel
and Szloma Cingel.
16 Stating a destination was only the first of many steps in the emigration process. This usually led to the creation
of an application file that triggered a review process by the projected destination authorities. Many states
dragged their feet in order to prevent mass migration or applications from specific groups. For example, South
American countries restricted Jewish emigration in 1947. AN, AJ 43 566 IRO Geneva Headquarters, correspondence regarding migrations policies. For a general perspective, see: Gerard Daniel Cohen, In War’s Wake.
Europe’s Displaced Persons in the Postwar Order, Oxford 2012.
17 Mel Schiff, President Truman and the Jewish DPs, 1945–46. The Untold Story, in: American Jewish History,
99 (2015) 4, 327-352.
18 ITS, 3.1.3.1, Index Card AJDC of David and Dora Cingel.
19 ITS, 3.2.1.1, C3235, Resettlement registration forms for David, Dora, Chawa, and Szlama Cingel.
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Migrants were called on continually by international organisations and camps
administrations to declare their reasons for leaving behind their previous lives and
birthplaces. In telling their stories, they sought to make a case for why they should
receive the assistance of international organisations, as the granting of aid was not as
automatic as one former camp director of camp seemed to believe when he declared
that “an order was issued from above, I think from Washington, that every Jew for
the very reason that he is a Jew, is eligible for UNRRA assistance”.20 Despite being
received sympathetically by the authorities, Jewish survivors were very much
screened and controlled. Initially organised into general and imprecise groups in the
immediate aftermath of the war, when the IRO took over from the UNRRA in 1947,
migrants were subject to a retrospective screening process which treated them on a
familial or individual basis.21 One consequence of the application of this process to
the Jewish population, alongside others, was made clear in the eligibility manual of
the IRO: “A Jewish refugee, as any other, must produce some evidence that he is a
bona fide refugee within the mandate of the IRO. [… T]he applicant must make it
plausible why he does not wish to return.”22
The shadow cast by extermination soon ceased to lend automatic legitimation to
migrants’ claims. The Cyngels’ registration in Berlin on 15 August 1946 appears to
indicate that the family had left Poland in haste while an antisemitic climate pervaded Poland. A growing historiography has analysed the difficulties encountered
by Jewish survivors of the Holocaust from Poland: to the absence of support from
relatives who had not returned and would not return were added the difficulties involved in recovering housing and employment. In addition, survivors faced a hostility marked by countless acts of violence, including the infamous Kielce pogrom of
4 July 1946.23 In Lubartów, where the Cyngels were from, an unidentified group of
young men threw a grenade into a small Jewish grocery store in 1945 at a time when
Jewish survivors had barely started to go back to work.24 Soon after, the Cyngel family departed from Lubartów towards Szczecin, in territory annexed by Poland from
Germany, after the briefest of stays. A group photo taken in Lubartów and dated
6 June 1946 is their last trace left.25 From an early stage, their intention was to leave
their hometown and they showed no desire to return, wasting no time in selling their
family home. The choice of Szczecin as a first step, like the choice of Schlachtensee
near Berlin soon after, was not coincidental, since from as early as 1945 the border

20 Malcom Proudfoot, European Refugees. A Study of Forced Population Movements, Evanston 1956, 350.
21 Gerard Daniel Cohen, Politics of Recognition. Jewish Refugees in Relief Policies and Human Rights Debates,
1945–1950, in: Immigrants and Minorities, 24 (2006) 2, 125-143.
22 AN, AJ 43 185, Procedure for determining which persons are within the mandate of the organization (eligibility determination), 136.
23 Jan T. Gross, Fear. Anti-Semitism in Poland after Auschwitz, New York 2007; David Bankier (ed.), The Jews
Are Coming Back. The Return of the Jews in their Countries of Origin after WWII, Jerusalem 2005; Martin
Dean/Constantin Goschler/Philipp Ther (ed.), Robbery & Restitution. The Conflict Over Jewish Property in
Europe, New York 2007; David Engel, Patterns Of Anti-Jewish Violence In Poland, 1944–1946, in: Yad
Vashem Studies 26 (1998), 43-85; Audrey Kichelewski, Déshonorés par des actes barbares … Comprendre la
violence antijuive en Pologne au sortir de la Seconde Guerre mondiale [Dishonoured by Barbaric Acts …
Understanding Anti-Jewish Violence in Poland after the Second World War], in: Histoire@Politique 26
(2015), available online: https://www.histoire-politique.fr/documents/26/dossier/pdf/HP26_Dossier_Audrey_
Kichelewski_def.pdf (18 March 2020).
24 Les Amis de Lubartów, Hurbn Levertov. A matseyve Levertov un Levertover kdoyshim [The Destruction of
Lubartów. A Memorial for Lubartów and the Martyrs of Lubartów], Paris 1947, 9.
25 Ibid., 108.
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city had become a gathering point on the escape route to Germany.26 There is no direct indication in the Cyngel family’s files of a prior intention to depart for Szczecin,
yet the moment of departure, the liquidation of their property and the road taken,
which they later reconstructed primarily in terms of flight from antisemitic violence,
indicate a prior maturation process of their migration plans. The more general context of antisemitism seems to have been precipitating factors rather than the fundamental motivation behind their departure.
In five cases amongst the Jews from Lubartów, the absence of surviving relatives
was given as the sole reason for departure. Some of the comments made by IRO officials in response were almost brutal, rejecting applicants who had not been specific
enough on how persecution had affected their lives or who had been late in leaving
the territory. “Genuine refugees”, as labelled by the IRO, should have been forcibly
displaced during or after the war and never have been resettled in their original place
of residence.27 In all the documents completed by the Cyngel family, ‘persecution’ is
presented as the trigger, without any further details given. This cursory explanation,
almost never expanded on in the migration files filled out by Jewish survivors, appears to be a formality designed to meet the conditions of “valid objections” against
repatriation listed by the IRO: “persecution, fear of persecution and political objections to returning to a given country”, as well as “compelling family reasons”.28
Other Lubartówians were more specific. Some cited “racial persecution”, two
more specifically citing pogroms as their reason. Only one file explicitly cited anticommunism, evoking the fear of suffering which the “reign of communists” in Poland would bring with it: a valid reason for the IRO, since “economic objections […]
may be evidence of a well-founded political objection”, a reasoning which opened the
way for an anti-communist legitimation of refugee status widely used by the Soviet,
Baltic, and Ukrainian populations in particular.29 Another cited both forms of persecution: racial and political. Three files cited as the sole reason the desire to emigrate
and as such were unlikely to satisfy the IRO, which had issued the warning that: “The
mere desire to migrate to Palestine is not considered acceptable as a valid objection”,
that such migrants would be considered “economic migrants” and therefore excluded from the mandate and protection of the organisation.30
In its manual, the IRO also warned that in cases where claimants arrived with “all
plans made, such as passports, visas, travel arrangements and business affairs duly
settled, the presumption arises that the individuals are emigrants rather than bona
fide refugees and displaced persons”.31 Many applicants were effectively excluded
from the mandate of the IRO because they had taken steps to obtain a passport before migrating abroad. The Cyngel family for their part risked falling foul of this
stipulation since they had sold their house before leaving. Their example highlights
that, while the IRO made a clear distinction between refugees forced to leave and
economic migrants freely arranging their departure, the two logics overlapped. The
different explanatory factors, economic and political, need not be viewed as mutually exclusive.
26 Achim Wörn, Jews in Szczecin, 1945–50. At the Crossroad between Emigration and Assimilation, in: Region,
Regional Studies of Russia, Eastern Europe and Central Asia 6 (2017) 1, 55-85.
27 See the different individual decisions regarding eligibility given by the Review Board of the IRO: AN, AJ 43 483.
28 AN, AJ 43 185, Procedure, 137.
29 Ibid., 137; Cohen, In War’s Wake; Juliette Denis, Complices de Hitler ou victimes de Staline? Les déplacés
baltes en Allemagne de la sortie de guerre à la guerre froide [Hitler’s Accomplices or Stalin’s Victims? Baltic
DPs in Germany from the End of the War to the Cold War], in: Le Mouvement Social 3 (2013) 244, 81-98.
30 Ibid.
31 AN, AJ 43 185, Procedure, 137.
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Family Reconfiguration
Dawid, Head of the Family

ARTICLE

The Cyngel family certainly had been caught up in the brutality of war and persecution. Every individual that came out of hiding in Lubartów following liberation in
1944 or that came back from the Soviet Union had lost relatives, was unemployed,
and partially dissocialised. The Yad Vashem victim database mentions that the father of the three brothers, Froim, died in 1943.32 So apparently did their elder brother
Abram along with his entire family, while their sister Laja was missing. In the immediate aftermath of war and extermination, the Cyngel family reorganised around
Dawid for two reasons: marriage and economic viability.
Most pre-existing couples were split up by the war and the need to hide; in Lubartów, only one couple remained hidden together.33 Of the 29 Jewish survivors recorded in Lubartów in the immediate aftermath of the war, only five had hidden in the
town itself.34 The rest, like Dawid, his future wife Dora, and his brother Szlama, survived scattered in the surrounding countryside. Previously, they had stayed in the
open ghetto until its liquidation on 11 October 1942 was followed by the deportation
of those who had remained, ultimately to Bełżec and Sobibor. It is clear that the first
deportation of approximately 850 Jews in April 1942 precipitated escape attempts.35
From wartime documentation we further learn that all future survivors had begun
to go underground even before this time: All subsequent survivors started to fade
from both Jewish and non-Jewish documents as early as August 1940. Such unregistered individuals stood a better chance of hiding when the ghetto was liquidated.36
Parents, like the older brother Abram, relied massively on aid granted by the Jewish
Council and were therefore registered and easily identified by occupation authorities.37 Dawid Cyngel, like other survivors in Lubartów, had an intermediary function: helped but not dependent, young but autonomous, fit for labour and thus useful
to the occupation authorities, but not closely involved with the ghetto administrations.
Dora and Dawid came out of hiding at different moments, the latter registering
back in Lubartów on 1 August 1944 with his brother, the former registering on 8 April
1945.38 They reunited in 1945 and married soon thereafter. What the 1932 population
register highlights is that Dawid not only married another survivor, but also his
neighbour’s cousin. The survivors soon mobilised what remained of their wider social
network to restructure their lives in the immediate aftermath of the catastrophe.
By contrast, Dawid’s brother Szlama, who came out of hiding at the same time,
stayed single. This difference was of great importance to international organisations,
32 This determination of the place of death is problematic, as the vast majority of the Jewish population of Lubartów died in April and October 1942 in Belzec. The Yad Vashem form for Froim (as well as 47 others) cites
Majdanek in Lublin as the place of death. However, it was filled in by a distant relative who apparently did not
survive the Holocaust in Lubartów and was probably not fully aware of the details of his family’s fate.
33 ITS, 3.2.1.1, W2496.
34 The survivors were recorded in the Lubartów memorial book, by local Jewish committees, and by the Central
Committee for Polish Jews: Les Amis de Lubartów, Hurbn Levertov, 47; ŻIH, 303/V/425, 427 and 428, Registration cards.
35 The history of the Lubartów Ghetto is described in the memorial book by several survivors: Les Amis de
Lubartów, Hurbn Levertov, 7-12, 34-35. For a general perspective on the Holocaust in the Lublin District, see:
David Silberklang, Gates of Tears. The Holocaust in the Lublin District, Jerusalem, 2013.
36 See in particular the different lists and documents produced by the Jewish Committee in Lubartów: ŻIH,
210/454.
37 ŻIH, 210/454, AJDC Lubartów.
38 APL, 35/43/0/7/49/72-74, Lubartów wartime population register.
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as the Cyngels soon discovered upon their arrival in Germany. Families were more
highly valued by United Nations agencies and more promptly treated as ‘genuine’
refugees, whereas single persons were more likely to be viewed as economic migrants.39 This assumption allowed married couple to access international support
more easily. The abundance of weddings, praised in DP camps and still today in historiography, can be viewed as a ‘miracle’, a triumph of love over death,40 but also as a
pragmatic adaptation to the expectations of international agencies and a means of
facilitating migration. Women were evidently more aware of this reality: While four
men from Lubartów migrated alone, no woman tried to do so, which is not to say
that for the latter other considerations, such as increased security, did not play a role
as a motivating or demotivating factor.
The whole family reorganised around the married couple supported by the
UNRRA, the JDC, and other institutions. As members of the entourage centred on
Dawid and Dora, the two brothers Szlama and Naftal were also granted support and
protection. The migrating group was also dependent on Dawid because he was the
only one working in Germany. A saddler before the war, Dawid managed to practice
his trade within and around the DP camps, thereby converting his pre-war competences into skills valuable during the migration period. Szlama, on the other hand,
relied on his brother for the receipt of aid, particularly given the extra income Dawid
provided. As an agricultural worker, Szlama was unable to find work in Germany.
He tried to ‘emancipate’ himself from his brother in 1948, when the family was
pushed out of Berlin, and applied for separate support, which would have allowed
him to hasten his departure. His application was denied, however, and the IRO kept
him in dependence on his brother.41 While Szlama was eager to leave Germany sooner than the rest of the family, difficulties in accessing international aid shaped his
trajectory, pace, and the range of possibilities open to him for departing abroad. A
strong contrast thus emerges between the stability enjoyed by Dawid as a result of the
international support which he was afforded and the economic activity in which he
was able to engage, and Szlama’s situation exemplified by his desperate attempts to
emigrate. His forced dependency on his brother’s entitlement largely defined his trajectory, and only when Dawid and his family had left Germany in November 1951
did Szlama manage to immigrate on 28 December to the United States.
Naftal in the Land of the Soviets

ARTICLE

The younger brother, Naftal, appears only very summarily in the migration archives. His name is barely mentioned without any additional detail. The documentation from the Central Committee of Polish Jews (CKŻP), however, allows us to fill in
the blanks. His personal information card only mentions that he spent the war in the
Soviet Union without specifying why he was separated from his family and when.42
According to various estimates, repatriated Jews like Naftal made up two thirds of
the entire Jewish DP population and 85 per cent of the Polish Jews among the DPs.43
Of the 3.3 million Jews that populated Poland before the war, more than 200,000
39 AN, AJ 43 146, Materials from the Review Board, “Instructions for completing the application form for assistance from PCIRO”, 25 June 1947.
40 Atina Grossmann, Jews, Germans, and Allies. Close Encounters in Occupied Germany, Princeton 2009.
41 ITS, 3.2.1.1, Z5111, CM/1 and CM/2 Forms for Szlama Zyngel.
42 ŻIH, 303/5/425, Card for Naftal Cyngiel n°29490.
43 Laura Jokusch/Tamar Lewinsky, Paradise Lost? Postwar Memory of Polish Jewish Survival in the Soviet
Union, in: Holocaust and Genocide Studies 24 (Winter 2010) 3, 373-399; Mark Edele/Sheila Fitzpatrick/Atina
Grossman (ed.), Shelter from the Holocaust. Rethinking Jewish Survival in the Soviet Union, Detroit 2017.
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found refuge in the Soviet Union during the war, while according to recent estimations probably less than 50,000 actually survived in Poland.44 According to the
Lubartów memorial book and the CKŻP registration cards, around 200 Jews came
back from the East, although some of them were children (a ratio of one survivor in
Poland to five survivors in the Soviet Union).45 Early migration to Palestine, chaotic
flight to Belarus or Romania, and departure to Shanghai for a whole family were
other salutary destinations. Like many others, Naftal was repatriated to Lublin in
1945.46 While they may have been reunited in Szczecin, Naftal and his brothers were
registered together for the first time in Berlin. A publication of the CKŻP, finalised in
August 1945 and released in 1946, lists 58,000 survivors among which we find the
names of Dawid and Szlama who, it is clear, had reunited in Lubartów before the war
was over.47
Only a minority of Jews had survived the ordeals of wartime Poland relative to the
number of Polish Jews who spent the war in the Soviet Union. The former experience, however, formed the paradigm for legitimation during post-war migration.
The IRO only recognised persecution or fear of persecution as a legitimate reason to
emigrate and clung to a model of ‘ideal’ departure, which was hasty and under threat.
Survival in the Soviet Union – encompassing flight, organised evacuation, and deportation by Soviet authorities, culminating in organised repatriation from 1945
onwards – did not meet this expectation. Laura Jokusch and Tamar Lewinsky rightfully argue that early narratives of wartime experiences were heavily dependent on
the active role in DP camps of the members of the Central Committees of Liberated
Jews in the British and American Zones in Germany. In the great majority of cases,
they had been liberated from German concentration camps and had suffered di
rectly under Nazi persecution.48 Accordingly, the Central Historical Commission
shaped a canon of legitimate Holocaust experiences – encompassing camps, ghettos,
periods of hiding, and belonging to partisan units – that shifted attention away from
Soviet exile. Not only were wartime experiences in Soviet Union overshadowed by
the Holocaust as a cultural trauma, itself apprehended exclusively as an internal Jewish memorial process,49 Soviet returnees had to contend with the fact that international institutions mostly recognised the Holocaust as a genuine form of persecution
and largely disregarded other experiences. Contrary to Szlama, Naftal seems never
to have tried to ‘emancipate’ himself from his elder brother Dawid, relying on him
for the receipt of aid and the protection which he could provide. In addition, Naftal
44 For an overview of this issue and some of the different perspectives on it, see: Jan Grabowski, Pourquoi si peu
de Juifs ont survécu, pourquoi nous devons chiffrer le nombre de victimes ? [Why Did So Few Jews Survive and
Why Do We Have to Put a Figure on the Number of Victims?], in: Audrey Kichelewski/Judith Lyon-Caen/
Jean-Charles Szurek/Annette Wieviorka (ed.), Les Polonais et la Shoah. Une nouvelle école historique [The
Poles and the Shoah. A New Historical School], Paris 2019, 69-84. This was notably based on: Barbara Egel
king/Jan Grabowski (ed.), Dalej jest noc. Losy Żydów w wybranych powiatach okupawanej Polski [It Is Still
Night. The Fate of Jews in Selected Powiats in Occupied Poland], Warsaw 2018.
45 Les Amis de Lubartów, Hurbn Levertov, 47-48.
46 ŻIH, 303/5/595/C159, Lublin Jewish Committee repatriation list. By whom exactly Naftal was repatriated is
not clear, although the fact that it was to Lublin limits the possibilities to either Soviet authorities or pro-Soviet
Polish authorities.
47 Jewish Agency for Palestine Search Bureau for Missing Relatives (ed.), Register of Jewish Survivors. List of Jews
in Poland (58,000 Names), Jerusalem 1946.
48 Jokusch/Lewinsky, Paradise Lost?, 383.
49 Markus Nesselrodt nevertheless emphasised how their experiences in the Soviet Union, far from having been
totally hidden, circulated within the displaced Jewish population through accounts, testimonies, newspapers,
and literature, especially in Yiddish. The overwhelming emphasis on the Holocaust appears to be something
of a public projection, indeed a matter above all for public commemorations: Markus Nesselrodt, “I Bled Like
You Brother, Although I Was a Thousand Miles Away.” Postwar Yiddish Sources on the Experiences of Polish
Jews in Soviet Exile during World War II, in: East European Jewish Affairs 46 (2016) 1, 47-67.
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was forced to keep a low profile to guarantee his situation. From this perspective, the
participation of Jewish DPs repatriated from the Soviet Union in the public commemoration of the Holocaust and in the foregrounding of the climate of anti-Jewish
persecution in Poland in the immediate post-war years as emblematic for the experience of all Jews, can be taken as something of a plea addressed to international organisations or as a public declaration of their status as persecutees.
Therefore, the lack of information about Naftal in the migration documents is information in itself. His trajectory, and indeed his very reasons for migrating, are not
even made clear. A simple annotation mentions that he finally left for the United
States before anyone else in the family, on 27 February 1951. Naftal remained discreet and seems never to have integrated into the migration plans of his brothers. His
experience was briefly outlined in CKŻP documentation, although he succeeded
subsequently in concealing it from international organisations once in Germany.50
Even following reunification with his brothers in Berlin in 1946, Naftal’s post-war
situation was irremediably affected, and his trajectory thereby decisively inflected,
by his wartime experience in the Soviet Union.
***

ARTICLE

The Cyngel family trajectory, far from presenting a uniform or continuous narrative, brings to light a series of factors and characteristics which diversely shaped the
trajectories and the character which survival took during the period of post-war migration. In focussing on the perimeter of the shtetl, not strictly as a demarcation or
limit, but as a vantage point which opens onto a diverse group made up of those who
lived there for a period harbouring an abundance of connections and relationships,
we gain a deeper appreciation for what was at stake in the question of survival and
what factors were at play in shaping the course of further migrations, beyond the
horizon of the decisions made, and moral choices faced, by individuals.51 To further
consolidate the findings of this article, we would need to go beyond the small group
of Lubartówian Jews to which the research presented here was purposively limited.
Any attempt to do so, however, would have to be wary of the pitfalls of taking a
monolithic approach that would lose sight of the complex group constituted by the
survivors of a region of Poland such as Lubartów, however small, and of the diversity
of forms (whether deportation, hidding, or flight to the Soviet Union) which their
survival took.
While migrant agency is usually correlated with movement, if not escape, in the
Cyngels’ situation, agency took the form of staying under international protection,
resisting the pressure to emigrate, and delaying their final departure in anticipation
of a better destination. The scope for agency in this case was indeed very limited as
the interactions between migrating groups on the one hand and the international
institutions and the global context on the other played an overbearing role in shaping the trajectory which led them through Germany and beyond. Even within their
family, opportunities were not evenly distributed. The agency of the three brothers
during the post-war migration process was dependent on their wartime experience.
50 As a result, during his time as a DP Naftal was never recognised as an immigrant who had spent several years
in a communist country – an experience that might have prevented him from entering the USA. It would be
interesting to elucidate how he was screened by US authorities when entering America and whether he continued to conceal his recent past or not.
51 As Evgeny Finkel, for example, tends to do. See: Evgeny Finkel, Ordinary Jews. Choice and Survival during the
Holocaust, Princeton 2017.
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While Dawid possessed the means to resist the pressure of international institutions,
his siblings were obliged to tie their fortunes to the evolution of his situation. Structural factors and institutional pressure both constrained and provided the ground
for the initiatives of this family as they formulated and pursued their shifting and
fracturing objectives.52
Thomas Chopard is a postdoctoral researcher at the French National Centre for Scientific Research. A former postdoctoral researcher at the Institute of Historical Research, University of London, and at the Vienna Wiesenthal Institute for Holocaust
Studies (VWI), he is currently participating in the ERC-funded Lubartworld project that
is retracing the trajectories of the entire Jewish population of Lubartów, near Lublin in
Poland, during the first half of the twentieth century.
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express my gratitude to the VWI for supporting this research.
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Different places crossed by the Cyngel family during their transit in Germany:
Place

Date

Capacity

Total

Jews

Stateless

Berlin Un Center

09/08/1946

900

1061

9

66

Schlachtensee Duppel

09/08/1946

6042

5114

5092

22

Schlachtensee Duppel

02/01/1948

3500

3269

3269

Gabersee

22/11/1948

1630

1449

1448

Gabersee

23/04/1950

1630

1395

1385

Feldafing

19/07/1950

2450

2617

2482

Feldafing

24/04/1951

2450

1598

1585

Feldafing

19/10/1951

2450

1779

32

Förhenwald

19/10/1951

4200

1705

1696

Sources: Arolsen Archives, ITS, 3.1.1.0
UNRRA Statistical Report, 09/08/1946
Summary of D.P. Population – PC IRO Assembly Centers United States Zone, 02/01/1948
Summary of D.P. Population – IRO Assembly Centers United States Zone, 22/11/1948
Summary of D.P. Population – IRO Assembly Centers United States Zone, 23/04/1950
Summary of D.P. Population – IRO Assembly Centers United States Zone, 19/07/1950.
Summary of D.P. Population – IRO Assembly Centers United States Zone, 24/04/1951
Summary of D.P. Population – IRO Assembly Centers United States Zone, 19/10/1951

Poles

Czecho.

25

Lithua.

Latvians

Esto.

Jugo.

Russians

64

293

79

8

5

8

4

10

5
24
72

Soviets

Ukr.

Others

217

300

5

21

27

4

2

861

67

3

1

69

78
2

86

34
3

4
32

25

7

5

2

406

42
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Beate Kutschke

Music and Heroisation in
the Mauthausen Liberation
Celebrations

New Perspectives on Holocaust Remembrance and
Commemoration in Austria
Abstract

ARTICLE

doi.org/10.23777/SN.0120 | www.vwi.ac.at

This article reconstructs the role of heroisation in the context of coming to terms with the
Holocaust. It does so by looking at verbal discourse and music in the context of Holo-
caust remembrance in the years around the turn of the millennium. It focusses on two
compositions that were premiered during the annual liberation celebrations at the Maut
hausen concentration camp memorial site: Helmut Rogl’s Memento (1995) and Helmut
Schmidinger’s Drei Momente – über Motive aus dem Lied ‘Die Moorsoldaten’ (2005). The
focus on musical works results from the fact that music – sound events, texts set to music,
explanations in programme notes, and its performance contexts – is well suited for researching heroic ideas. This is so because, since the Baroque period, music has served as
‘accompaniment’ for events with a heroic character, and listeners ascribe a ‘heroic ex
pression’ to some musical styles. On this basis, the article shows that heroic thinking
has always played a complex role in the Holocaust, ranging from auto-psychotherapy to
the formation of moral identity to the propaganda of political ideologies, albeit the latter
is to be distinguished from the actual confrontation with the murder of the European
Jews.

The analysis, theory, and historiography of Holocaust remembrance and commemoration, politics,1 and education has long become a field of scholarly study in its
own right.2 Regarding Austria, it is well known that, in the course of the Waldheim
affair from 1986 to 1992 and the end of the Cold War in 1989/1990, the approach to
coping with the Holocaust changed significantly. Authors on Austrian remembrance and commemoration culture – first and foremost Bertrand Perz, Heidemarie
Uhl, and Alexander Prenninger – emphasised that since the 1990s, Austria has
stopped repressing the historical truth and accepted its co-responsibility in the
crimes committed under National Socialism. Thus, despite Austria’s comparatively
late efforts to come to terms with its role in the murder of the European Jews, Austria’s approach now complies with the circumstance, as Daniel Levy and Natan
1 John K. Roth defined Holocaust politics as “the ways, often conflicting, in which the Holocaust informs and
affects human belief, organization and strategy on the one hand, and in which human belief, organization, and
strategy inform and affect the status and understanding of the Holocaust on the other”. John K. Roth, Holocaust Politics, London 2002, 5.
2 Scholars only began investigating the history of concentration camp memorial sites in the 1980s. Alexander
Prenninger, Riten des Gedenkens. Befreiungsfeiern in der KZ-Gedenkstätte Mauthausen, in: Ralph Gabriel et
al. (ed.), Lagersystem und Repräsentation. Interdisziplinäre Studien zur Geschichte der Konzentrationslager
(=Studien zum Nationalsozialismus 10), Tübingen 2004, 183-205, here 186.
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Sznaider pointed out, that after 1989 the Holocaust has become a “moral compass”
and “global point of reference for memory”, a “moral imperative”,3 and, as Uhl put it,
a “victim narrative”.4

Heroic Pathos and Victim Narrative – A Mutually Exclusive Opposite?

ARTICLE

There is, however, a significant aspect of remembrance culture in Austria that has
been neglected thus far and therefore requires clarification: the discourse on heroisation and hero-worship. Seen in this way,Austria performs a cultural practice that is
associated with the glorification of winners and martial fighters. In the context of the
Holocaust, however, a history of unimaginable suffering and victimisation, a heroic
discourse appears rather out of place and inappropriate.
The only scholar on Austrian post-1945 history who has addressed this issue is
Heidemarie Uhl. Strikingly, however, she has done so only on the sidelines. Sum
marising Tony Judt’s article on political myths in post-war Europe,5 she wrote:
“after 1945, the [intent of the] official historical narrative about the recent
past in practically all European countries, even communist […] was to present their ‘own people’ as an innocent victim of cruel suppression by a hostile external aggressor [and] to honour heroic national resistance […, that
hid] issues of collaboration. […] Jewish victims of the Nazi extermination
policy only played a minor role in the heroic master narrative of post-war
myths.”6
However, since the development in the 1980s of a “post-modern, post-utopian,
neo-liberal and globalizing world […] the need for commemoration could no longer
be fulfilled by the traditional narrative of a glorious and heroic history of the nation”.7
Referring to Aleida Assmann and Snyder8, she claimed that “a paradigm shift
from a heroic to a victim narrative would prevail” instead. In Austria and Germany,
“[t]he overwhelming response to the ‘Holocaust’ […] demonstrated new
memory needs that obviously could not be fulfilled by the heroic pathos of
post-war myths. ‘Holocaust’ led to empathy for the fate of the victims to a
royal moral imperative: the obligation to remember the victims.”9
In brief, Uhl suggested that, in the past, a “traditional”, today unacceptable “narrative of a glorious and heroic history of the [Austrian] nation” prevailed that, after
1945, was complemented by a – likewise unacceptable – post-war myth revolving
around “heroic national resistance” during the Nazi era. According to Uhl, however,
this dishonest heroic master narrative terminated when a “paradigm shift from a
heroic to a victim narrative” took place in the 1980s.
3 Daniel Levy/Natan Sznaider, Holocaust and Memory in the Global Age, Philadelphia 2006, 131, 132, and 44.
As Heidemarie Uhl remarked: “The Nazi past and other past genocides pose the question to each person of
how he would have acted.” Heidemarie Uhl, Holocaust Memory and the Logic of Comparison, in: Remembrance and Solidarity. Studies in 20th Century European History 5 (2016): Holocaust/Shoah, 227-256, here
245.
4 Uhl, Holocaust Memory, 232.
5 Tony Judt, Die Vergangenheit ist ein anderes Land. Politische Mythen im Nachkriegseuropa, in: Transit 6
(1993), 87-120.
6 Uhl, Holocaust Memory, 231. My emphasis.
7 Ibid., 230. My emphasis.
8 Aleida Assmann, Das neue Unbehagen an der Erinnerungskultur. Eine Intervention, Munich 2013; Timothy
Snyder, Kommemorative Kausalität. Gedenkkultur vs. Geschichtsschreibung, in: Transit 46 (Winter 2014/
2015), 131-156.
9 Uhl, Holocaust Memory, 232. My emphasis.
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Several counterexamples immediately come to mind – not only with respect to
Austria and Germany, but to Europe in general, North America and Israel. The memorial site Yad Vashem in Jerusalem has explicitly heroised individuals since its
foundation in 1953. The English name (not an exact translation) of Yom Hazicharon
Lashoah Velagevura (literally “Day of Remembrance for the Shoah and for Heroism”) used by Yad Vashem, namely “The Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day”, does not specify through which deeds and attitudes individuals are to
be classified as heroes and heroines.10 Monographs by European and North American authors on Jewish resistance fighters and non-Jewish helpers, the so-called “unsung heroes [and heroines]” or “heroes [and heroines] of conscience”, did not stop
being published in the 1980s, as Uhl claimed. André Stein’s Quiet Heroes. True Stories of the Rescue of Jews by Christians in Nazi-Occupied Holland, Arnold Geier’s Heroes of the Holocaust. Extraordinary True Accounts of Triumph, Martin Gilbert’s The
Righteous. The Unsung Heroes of the Holocaust, and Rebecca Love Fishkin’s Heroes of
the Holocaust were all published between 1988 and 2011.11
Thus, two questions arise: First, to what degree is it accurate to state that, in Europe, an anti-heroic discourse after the 1980s replaced the heroic discourse before
the 1980s? Second, especially regarding Austria: Is the presence or absence of heroisation a suitable means to distinguish between the pre- and post-1989 phases of Austria’s coming to terms with the Holocaust?
In this article, I will investigate these questions by reconstructing the key Holocaust commemoration event in Austria, namely the annual liberation celebrations
organised in the former concentration camp of Mauthausen since 1947.12 This article not only examines the verbal discourse referring to the history of Mauthausen
before and after its liberation in May 1945, but also analyses music: music that was
performed and, more importantly, composed for the Mauthausen liberation celebrations. This article focusses on music because it provides significant insight into
this matter. We cannot, however, identify heroisations in music simply by searching
for the word “heroic” or “hero/heroine” in the notes of the score or in the sounds, as
I did in Uhl’s publications above. Despite music’s natural ‘ambiguity’ and ‘opacity’
as a semiotic system – in other words: despite the difficulty that musical signs, unlike verbal signs, do no refer to ‘life world’, or extra-musical content13 – music does
10 Yad Vashem, The Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day 2019, https://www.yadvashem.org/yv/
en/remembrance/2019/overview.asp (21 February 2020).
11 André Stein, Quiet Heroes. True Stories of the Rescue of Jews by Christians in Nazi-Occupied Holland, New
York 1988. André Stein survived the Holocaust in Hungary as a child of eight years. He later moved to Canada
where he taught sociology at the University of Toronto and then became a psychotherapist specialising in
victims of torture and survivors of the Holocaust. André Stein, Versteckt und vergessen, Vienna/Munich
1995, blurb. Arnold Geier, Heroes of the Holocaust. Extraordinary True Accounts of Triumph, Miami 1993.
Geier survived the Holocaust because he fled with his family at the age of twelve from Germany to the Nether
lands. Dovid Hoffman, Heroes of Spirit. 100 Rabbinic Tales of the Holocaust, Lakewood 2009, 39. Martin
Gilbert, The Righteous. The Unsung Heroes of the Holocaust, New York 2002. Rebecca Love Fishkin, Heroes
of the Holocaust, Stevens Point 2011.
12 The Mauthausen liberation celebrations are the largest of the concentration camp ceremonies. Prenninger,
Riten des Gedenkens, 184. Since 2013, this event has been complemented by the Fest der Freude at the Heldenplatz in Vienna. Commemorating the end of the Second World War and the Holocaust, it has also served to
prevent right-wing student fraternity members from interpreting this as a day of shame. Katharina Schmidt,
Die Decke der Zivilisation ist dünn, in: Wiener Zeitung, 7 May 2014, 9. The Fest der Freude is co-organised by
the Mauthausen Komittee Österreich (MKÖ), under the direction of its managing director Christa Bauer.
13 Like verbal language, music is a sign system, although in this respect it operates differently from verbal language. In verbal language, the meaning of words – the referential relationship between the signifier and the
signified – is based on conventions that determine (on the basis of practice and repetition) which signifier
refers to which signified(s) in the view of the community of sign users. Therefore, different words considered
signs in different languages can refer to the same object(s) or concept(s) such as the object ‘house’ and the
concept of houses. The concrete ‘shape’ of a word, the grapheme (or sound) – such as “house”, “maison”, “дом”,
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refer to heroic issues. This is because, as I will demonstrate in what follows, music
has a long tradition of heroic idioms that can be traced back to Beethoven and beyond.

Music in Mauthausen after 1945

© ORF

The annual liberation celebrations in Mauthausen usually take place on one of the
Sundays around 5 May, the anniversary of the camp’s liberation by American troops
in 1945. As in many concentration camps whose inmates were composed of diverse
groups – emigrants, so-called asocials, convicts, homosexuals, Jehovah’s Witnesses,
Jews, and political prisoners – the respective sizes of these groups were unequal. In
Mauthausen, the majority of internees were political prisoners.14 Therefore, after
1945, the liberation celebrations were initiated and shaped primarily by this group.
Only thirty years ago, in the 1990s, did Mauthausen also become a place for commemorating other groups – homosexuals and Sinti and Roma, for instance – and the
Holocaust in the narrow sense, meaning the murder of the European Jews. This

ARTICLE

Image 1: The liberation ceremony of 1995; wreaths at the sarcophagus.
or “房屋” – is irrelevant to the word’s meaning as long as a convention has been established according to which
this grapheme is supposed to refer to this or that object or concept. By contrast, compositional configurations
in music function as signifiers more often on the basis of similarity than on the basis of conventions. Musical
signifiers are similar to the signified(s) to which they refer. Because of similarity, listeners might relate the
wave-like scalar series of tones in measures 14-15 of the first movement of Smetana’s Moldau – The spring of the
Moldau to a similar sound configuration in measures 5-6, and also mountain streams, and – perhaps – music
of other composers with similar subjects such as the Scherzo of Mahler’s Second Symphony. See: Beate
Kutschke, Music and Other Sign Systems, esp. § 46, in: Music Theory Online, 2014, http://www.mtosmt.org/
issues/mto.14.20.4/mto.14.20.4.kutschke.html (21 February 2020); Beate Kutschke, Wann und warum ist
Musik Ideologem? Vier Thesen aus semiotischer Perspektive, in: Wolfgang Auhagen and Wolfgang Hirsch
mann (ed.), Beitragsarchiv zur Jahrestagung der Gesellschaft für Musikforschung Halle/Saale 2015 – Musikwissenschaft. Die Teildisziplinen im Dialog, Mainz 2016, (urn:nbn:de:101:1-20160905626).
14 Between 1938 and 1945, only 15 per cent of the inmates were Jews on average. I base this average on the numbers cited in Hans Marsalek, Die Geschichte des Konzentrationslagers Mauthausen, Vienna/Linz 1995, 290,
and Andreas Kranebitter, Zahlen als Zeugen (=Mauthausen-Studien 9), Vienna 2014, 235.
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Image 2: The liberation ceremony of 1995; military band.
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change in the Mauthausen commemoration culture was closely connected with
Austria’s increasing acknowledgement of its co-responsibility in the crimes of National Socialism.15 Which group of former internees took part in the organisation of
the liberation celebrations may also have had a decisive influence on the organisation
– the content, dramaturgy, and music – of the celebrations, which had hardly
changed by 2015.16 In sum, in reconstructing the history of the liberation celebrations and their music, we have to be aware that the history of concentration camps,
specifically their so-called ‘second history’ as memorial sites on the one hand and the
history of the Holocaust before and after 1945 on the other, are two different issues
that can be, but need not be identical with each other.
The Mauthausen liberation celebrations consisted mostly of two parts: a parade
and speeches, which lasted altogether up to two hours. In the first part, the various
survivor associations – communists, socialists, Christian socials, Catholics, and
Jews, as well as Polish, Soviet, French, Italian, and Spanish,17 several thousand people
15 Like other countries, Austria’s government and people had little interest in acknowledging and empathetically coping with the suffering of Jews and other persecuted groups in the ‘Third Reich’. Only after the Waldheim affair from 1986 to 1992 did the Austrian government start to address its National Socialist past and its
co-responsibility for the crimes and, in 1995, it established the National Fund dedicated to paying symbolic
compensation to the victims of National Socialism.
16 In 2016, the current organiser of the liberation celebrations, Andreas Baumgartner, decided to fundamentally
change the dramaturgy of the celebrations by omitting the entry parade of the survivor associations. Andreas
Baumgartner, interview with the author, Vienna, 10 December 2018.
17 The multitude of survivor associations and the diversity of the ‘requirements’ their members are expected to
fulfil manifests itself not only in the international, but also the national landscape of survivor associations. The
Comité International de Mauthausen (International Mauthausen Committee) was already established in
1944, before the defeat of National Socialism. https://www.mkoe.at/en/about/comite-international-de-maut
hausen (21 February 2020). In Austria, the survivors were organised in the communist KZ-Verband, the Sozialistische Freiheitskämpfer, the ÖVP-Kameradschaft, and the Jüdische Lagergemeinschaft Mauthausen.
From 1964 onwards, the newly founded Österreichische Lagergemeinschaft Mauthausen assumed the task of
organising the celebrations. See: https://www.mkoe.at/ueber-uns/oesterreichische-lagergemeinschaft-mauthausen (21 February 2020). The Mauthausen Komitee Österreich (MKÖ) was established in 1998. From 1998
onwards, the MKÖ organised the international liberation celebrations jointly with the Jüdische Lagergemeinschaft and the Internationales Mauthausen Komitee. Andreas Baumgartner, interview with the author,
Vienna, 10 December 2018.
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in sum – solemnly marched on the Appellplatz and laid wreaths at the so-called sarcophagus, a monument in the centre of the Appellplatz that was erected in 1949
(image 1).18
Musical ensembles accompanied the parades and the laying of wreaths. This part
was followed by speeches, again complemented by music performed in between. In
and around 1950, regional choirs and wind bands such as the choir union of the
railway choral society Flugrad Wien and Bahnfrei Nord, the choir of the Free Austrian Youth, the band of the Vienna professional fire brigade, the factory band of the
company Voith, and the wind band of the City of Vienna performed the Dachau
Song, the song Immortal Sacrifices of the European workers’ movement, the song Memento mori! by the Austrian composer Hans Schmid, as well as Beethoven’s Egmont
Overture and the funeral march from the Eroica.19 From 1965 onwards, the band
Militärmusik Oberösterreich (Military Music Upper Austria) became an integral
component of the celebration’s music programme (image 2).20 The band performed
primarily funeral music on request of the Mauthausen camp community.21 This was
complemented by the Austrian National Anthem and, after Austria’s accession to
the European Union in 1995, by the Anthem of Europe, namely the Ode to Joy arranged by Herbert von Karajan.22
These continuities in the liberation celebrations over seven decades raise various
questions: Why do survivors of concentration camps voluntarily return to the place
where they experienced murder, torture, and humiliation? Why do they stage this
return as a strictly ordered parade and let it be accompanied by music (image 3)?
Why do they choose a dramaturgy that resembles the one the Nazis themselves used
in the camps?23
I propose to interpret the survivors’ parade as an essentially heroic act. If we understand heroism not only in terms of the extroverted use of physical power and courage
18 Nationalheiligtum Mauthausen, in: Der neue Mahnruf 2 (15 May 1949) 5, 4; Das Gelöbnis von Mauthausen:
Niemals wieder Krieg und Faschismus, in: Der neue Mahnruf 3 (May 1950) 5, 3; Wir dürfen nicht passiv sein,
in: Der neue Mahnruf 5 (June 1952) 6, 6.
19 Befreiungsfeier in Mauthausen, in: Der neue Mahnruf 2 (15 April 1949) 4, 3, http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/anno-plus?aid=dnm&datum=1949&size=35&teil=0105&page=76; Niemals wieder Krieg und Faschismus, in: Der neue Mahnruf 3 (May 1950) 5, 3, http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/anno-plus?aid=dnm&datum
=1950&page=67&size=35; Niemals wieder Mauthausen. Niemals wieder Krieg!, in: Der neue Mahnruf 5
(June 1952) 6, 3, http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/anno-plus?aid=dnm&datum=1952&page=86&size=35 (all
links above: 21 March 2019).
20 Since 2006, bands performing popular music complement that of the Militärmusik Oberösterreich. Andreas
Baumgartner, interview with the author, Vienna, 10 December 2018.
21 Josef Strasser, current music master of Militärmusik Oberösterreich, email to the author, 8 January 2019. According to Strasser, the band performed the following pieces during the liberation celebrations occasionally or
regularly: Julius Fucik, Requiem, op. 283 (1915) and the funeral march Pax Vobis; Handel Parker, Deep Harmony (1900); Gaetano Donizetti, Dom Sébastien, Roi de Portugal (1845), funeral march; Pietro Mascagni,
Cavalleria rusticana (1890), Intermezzo sinfonico; Sepp Thaler, Requiem für Blasorchester, Sanctus, and two
funeral marches; Emil Rameis, Requiem aeternam; Frédéric Chopin, Piano Sonata, no. 2, op. 35 (1839/1840),
Marche funèbre; Ludwig van Beethoven, Third Symphony (1802/03), Marche funèbre; Beethoven/Herbert v.
Karajan, Anthem of Europe (1824/1927); Josef Vancura, Trauermarsch Salvator; Erwin Trojan, Trauermarsch
Dein gedenk ich; Hans Schmid, funeral marches Memento Mori and Abschiedsglocken; Enya, Only Time
(2000, Roma and Nicky Ryan); Edvard Grieg, funeral march in Memory of Rikard Nordraak (1866).
22 Andreas Baumgartner, interview with the author, Vienna, 10 December 2018. See also: Prenninger, Riten des
Gedenkens, 199. A thorough reconstruction of the musical programme since 1947 is not possible because the
organisers did not write programme leaflets and only rarely kept the notes they used to lead the event. Andreas Baumgartner, phone interview with the author, 16 October 2018, and interview with the author, 6 December 2018.
23 See the photos that SS-Oberscharführer Fritz Kornatz shot of the Mauthausen prisoners’ orchestra accompanying a prisoner to his execution on 30 July 1942: https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/H%C3%A4ftlingsorchester#/
media/File:Musikkapelle_Mauthausen.jpg; https://www.belltower.news/klaenge-des-verschweigens-musikan-der-grenze-zum-tod-36572/ (21 February 2020).
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Image 3: The liberation ceremony of 1995; entry of the Polish Pfadfinder.
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in order to master life-threatening situations, especially by supporting other individuals, but allow inward-oriented modes of behaviour to be classified as heroic behaviour, the parade becomes visible as a strategy to overcome traumatic experiences.
By means of the parade, the survivors conquered the space of their former tormentors and aggressors24 – not, however, in the sense of a masochist or sadist, that is
destructive identification with the aggressor as described by Sigmund and Anna
Freud, but in a constructive way.25 By voluntarily re-entering and also leaving the
place of suffering, torture, and the complete loss of autonomy, they granted themselves the restitution of self-determination. By organising the liberation celebrations,
they superseded the destructive power of the Nazis with a constructive, future-oriented activity: the transformation of this place of unlimited violence into a place of
mourning, concern, and reflection.
The chosen music complement the survivors’ socio-psychological strategies:
While songs such as the Dachau Lied and Moorsoldaten mostly revitalise the dreadful past and while the funeral music commemorates the countless victims, the compositions from Beethoven’s heroic middle period as well as his Ode to Joy articulate
the experience of triumph ‘over evil’ in general (measured by the meanings that the
majority of listeners ascribe to the music) and in particular in the context of the liberation ceremonies at the former Mauthausen concentration camp. Similarly, the
presence of a military band – a musical ensemble that traditionally represents state
and military power and is also closely related to hero-worship – underscores the
heroic/triumphant spiritual climate.
24 The survivors consider their survival a kind of victory over the Nazis. As Judith Hassan put it: “The triumph of
celebration gives some sense of victory over Nazis.” Judith Hassan, A House Next Door to Trauma. Learning
from Holocaust Survivors How to Respond to Atrocity, London/Philadelphia 2003, 85.
25 Mathias Hirsch, Psychoanalytische Traumatologie. Das Trauma in der Familie, Stuttgart/New York 2004;
Daniela Haas, Folter und Trauma. Therapieansätze für Betroffene, Oldenburg 1997; Anna Freud, Das Ich und
die Abwehrmechanismen (1936), Frankfurt am Main 1991.
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The heroisation of the camp’s transformation towards a new, socio-politically
constructive function, however, is only one facet of the heroic in the context of the
Mauthausen liberation celebrations.

“Never Again” – Helmut Rogl’s Memento

ARTICLE

Memento, a cantata by the Austrian contemporary composer Helmut Rogl that
premiered on the eve of the annual liberation celebration on 6 May 1995, the fiftieth
anniversary of Mauthausen’s liberation, is a good example of another kind of heroisation in the context of coming to terms with the Holocaust.26
1995 was an important year for Holocaust remembrance and politics in Austria.
First, the Austrian state could finally bring itself to establish the National Fund for
Victims of National Socialism and pay some symbolic compensation.27 Second, regarding the liberation celebrations at the memorial site in Mauthausen, the survivor
associations handed over the responsibility for organising the celebrations to the
successor organisation Mauthausen Komittee Österreich (MKÖ).28 Third, from 1995
until 2005, Helmut Edelmayr, a member of the MKÖ, lobbied unusually fervently for
the performance of compositions, including contemporary music, in the context of
the celebrations.29 The commission and performance of Rogl’s cantata is an offspring
of these activities.30
While the majority of the cantata’s text consists of devotional lyrics written by the
Austrian poet and sociologist Hans Dieter Mairinger,31 the last of the six musical
numbers32 is notable because it draws on the famous invocation “never again war,
never again fascism”. Mairinger wrote:
„Nie wieder, hört es, Menschen, hört!
Nie wieder Tod, Verderben! Nie!
Nie wieder darf durch Menschenhand der Mensch
unschuldig sterben!
Nie! Nie! Nie!“
For these lyrics, Rogl set music with an explicit, almost intrusive heroic expression
that emerges from the combination of the following features. First, more or less from
the beginning of this number to its end, the composer uses brass instruments (trumpets and trombones), so typical heroic instruments, as the phrase “mit Pauken und
Trompeten” (with tympani and trumpets) indicates, as these instruments are typi26 Helmut Rogl, Memento, op. 26, cantata based on a text by Hans Dieter Mairinger, for two choirs, reciter, oboe,
trumpets, trombone, percussion, timpani, strings, and synthesiser, 1995 (unpublished). On Rogl and his compositional work, see: https://www.helmutrogl.at (21 February 2020).
27 Tatiana Zhurzhenko, The Soviet War Memorial in Vienna. Geopolitics of Memory and the New Russian Diaspora in Post-Cold War Europe, in Patrick Finney (ed.), Remembering the Second World War, London/New
York 2017, 91-114, here 94.
28 Andreas Baumgartner, phone interview with the author, 16 October 2018, and Prenninger, Riten des Gedenkens, 196. The liberation celebration of 1995 aimed to bring together as many survivors as possible for the last
time. Prenninger, Riten des Gedenkens, 196.
29 The liberation celebrations stopped serving as a forum for contemporary music on the Holocaust when Baumgartner assumed the role of principal organiser of the celebrations in 2006.
30 Edelmayr supported the performance of music, including more extensive compositions, because he believed
that music would increase the attention of larger amounts of Austrians and their interest in the celebrations
and sensitise them to Austria’s involvement in the Holocaust. Helmut Edelmayr, interview with the author,
18 December 2018.
31 Between the musical passages, a reciter presents lyrical sermons.
32 Herr – nie wieder, in: Rogl, Memento, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XwwjEkC26yA (21 February
2020). The passage “Nie wieder” begins at 2:58.
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cally only employed on special occasions such as glorifications and the celebration of
triumph (music example 1).33
Another typical heroic idiom is the dotted rhythm, here played by the brass instruments. The dotted rhythm became a heroic musical means throughout a comparatively long compositional history: from music at the court praising Louis XIV,34
over French revolutionary anthems35 and Beethoven’s symphonies incorporating
those revolutionary characteristics,36 to the Hungarian verbunkos dances37 representing the courageous, Hungarian fighters in the war of independence against
Habsburg oppression in 1848/184938 and, finally, Liszt’s virtuoso piano pieces alla
ongarese such as his Hungarian Rhapsodies.39
In Rogl’s cantata, the third heroic compositional idiom is a deep pedal tone, a very
long tone in the contra octave performed by organ and double bass, which lasts from
measure 17 over 27 measures till the end of the piece (music example 2).40 In combination with other features, pedal tones that usually serve to (re)establish the composition’s
tonality are suited to bestow upon music a powerful, firm, grounded character that can
naturally be related to analogous behavioural modes of heroes and and heroines.41
A composer can achieve harmonic stability (operating as an analogy to the hero’s
stoic attitude) not only by means of pedal tones, but also circular or oscillating harmonic motion with the tonic as endpoint. The heroic effect of harmonic stability is
usually based on a musical dramaturgy that emphasises instability and development
in the first sections of the composition, which then contrasts to the stability in the
composition’s final, triumphant section. Beethoven’s heroic Egmont Overture, which
was performed during the Mauthausen liberation celebration in 1949, is a good
example of such a from-dark-to-light dramaturgy. It starts gloomily in minor and
leads, after various fights with antagonistic musical personas,42 to the triumphant
final section in major, an extensive cadential passage that basically consists of a I-VIii-V loop (with two dominant tonic pairs: VI-ii, V7-I, mm. 307 ff) and the oscillation
between tonic and dominant (mm. 317 ff).43 After the intense turmoil, when the hero
has overcome all challenges and adversaries, the harmonic rotation on the spot ar33 Listen at 2:58, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XwwjEkC26yA (21 February 2020).
34 Lawrence M. Zbikowski, Design Principles for the Musical Heroic, in: Beate Kutschke/Katherine Butler (ed.),
The Heroic in Music, in preparation. For an example, see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lLsFCIU5xw4
(21 February 2020).
35 For an impression of this musical style, see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M8bIir8dv7U (21 February
2020).
36 Eroica, fourth movement, from measure 211 onwards; Ninth Symphony, fourth movement, “Alla Marcia”:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IJ1xqShTQCc at 4:11; https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QDViACDYxnQ
at 11:38 (21 February 2020).
37 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hm8ELdbW4O4 (21 February 2020).
38 Csilla Pethő-Vernet, Music, Content and Context: the Case of Nineteenth-Century Hungarian Music in the
Light of the Romantic Heroic Vision, in: Kutschke/Butler (ed.), The Heroic in Music, in preparation.
39 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LdH1hSWGFGU (21 February 2020).
40 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XwwjEkC26yA at 3:57 (21 February 2020). The contra-E flat requires the
double bass to be retuned, as its orchestral tuning is usually not deeper than contra E.
41 See for instance the first fourteen measures of Also sprach Zarathustra (1896), performed by an organ, a double
bass, and a drum roll. Beate Kutschke, Zwischen Heroismus und Antiheroismus. Ligetis Mikropolyphonie in
2001 revisited, in: Volker Helbing/Stefan Weiss (ed.), Studia Musicologica 57 (June 2016) 1-2, 73-90. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=dfe8tCcHnKY (21 February 2020). The score can be downloaded via https://
imslp.org/wiki/Also_sprach_Zarathustra,_Op.30_(Strauss,_Richard) (21 February 2020).
42 Edward Cone, Persona, Protagonist, and Characters, in: Edward Cone, The Composer’s Voice, Berkeley 1974,
22. Coining the term “musical persona”, he pointed to the phenomenon that listeners attribute a persona to the
music that resembles the protagonist of a narrative, but is identical neither with the composer nor with the
listener or the performer.
43 Ludwig van Beethoven, Overture to Egmont, op. 84, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ChcrZX2rZ1M
(21 February 2020). The transition to the triumphant passage begins at 8:50.
Beate Kutschke: Music and Heroisation in the Mauthausen Liberation Celebrations

34

S: I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

© Helmut Rogl

ticulates stability, perseverance, firmness, resoluteness, and fortitude – the characteristics of a hero according to stoic ethics – but also fulfilment and redemption.
No. 6 of Rogl’s Memento emulates this principle.44 The chords that achieve the
stepping on the spot are variants of E-flat major with dissonant ‘teasing tones’ (ninth,
seventh) that bestow the music with an archaic, majestic flavour. The association between the archaic, majesty, and heroism can be traced back to the rediscovery and
idealisation of medieval life and culture in the romantic era.45

Musical example 1: Rogl, Memento, 91.

ARTICLE

Last, but not least, Rogl intensified the heroic, superhuman character of the music
by emulating the orchestral texture by means of a synthesiser whose artificial timbres affected a likewise superhuman or non-human atmosphere. Because Memento
was premiered in the quarry of the former concentration camp on the eve of 8 May,
the official concentration camp liberation day and annual liberation ceremony, the
difficult acoustics in this place required amplification.46
Additionally, as is often the case in the field of classical contemporary music, the
limited budget did not allow the commissioning of a full orchestra.47 Therefore, Rogl
44 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XwwjEkC26yA, beginning at 3:57 (21 February 2020).
45 Julia Stehle, Moderne Literatur und die Philosophie des Mittelalters. Joyce, Beckett, Andersch, Marburg 2012,
62; Mathias Herweg/Stefan Keppler-Tasaki (ed.), Rezeptionskulturen. Fünfhundert Jahre literarischer Mittel
alterrezeption zwischen Kanon und Populärkultur, Berlin/Boston 2012; R. R. Agrawal, The Medieval Revival
and Its Influence on the Romantic Movement, New Delhi 1990, esp. chapters 2 and 3.
46 The Singkreis Mauthausen and its conductor Kurt Lettner commissioned Rogl through the mediation of the
regional studio Upper Austria of the Austrian Broadcasting Station ORF. Helmut Rogl, email to the author,
11 December 2018; A. Blöchl, Memento im Steinbruch, in: Volksblatt, 8 May 1995, pagination unknown, by
courtesy of the composer. The cantata was a programme section of the fiftieth anniversary commemoration
weekend. Helmut Rogl, email to the author, 11 December 2018.
47 Although the Austrian state started in the early 1990s to support Holocaust commemoration activities more
intensely, subsidies for music have usually been rare. Andreas Baumgartner, phone interview with the author,
6 December 2018.
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Musical example 2: Rogl, Memento, 95.
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replaced the orchestra with the synthesiser. While the superhuman, artificial sound
character was initially owed to Rogl’s pragmatism, it eventually suited the music’s
overall spirit.
Why did Rogl choose such hyper-heroic properties for the cantata’s final number
revolving around the phrase “Nie wieder”? Mairinger’s lyrics “Nie wieder”, like “No
more”, “Never again”, “jamais plus”, “nigdy więcej”, and “„бо́льше никогда”,48 is an
ellipsis of a variety of political maxims. Those maxims call people to make efforts
that proficiently avoid the repetition of catastrophic events caused by human action.
It is characteristic for this maxim that the definition of the catastrophic historical
event to be prevented can be interchanged depending on the current historical situation and the danger people experience. Since the 1920s, for instance, “Nie wieder
Krieg” has been very popular.49
Since the late 1950s, the phrase “Nie wieder Faschismus” was disseminated via
printed books and newspapers.50 In Germany, “Nie wieder Auschwitz” temporarily
48 The versions in Polish, Russian, German, French, and English were presented as a final exhibition ‘object’ in
the concentration camp memorial site Auschwitz in the 1950s. For a photo of this ‘object’, see: Imke Hansen,
“Nie wieder Auschwitz!” die Entstehung eines Symbols und der Alltag einer Gedenkstätte 1945–1955, Göttingen 2015, 270, https://books.google.at/books?id=Xwt4DwAAQBAJ&pg=PA270&dq=hansen+%22deren+k
onsequenzen+wurden+allerdings%22&hl=de&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiXse3lvPrgAhVrsYsKHRamD1wQ6A
EIKDAA#v=onepage&q=hansen%20%22deren%20konsequenzen%20wurden%20allerdings%22&f=false
(11 March 2019).
49 Google books Ngram Viewer, https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=nie+wieder+krieg&case_in
sensitive=on&year_start=1900&year_end=2000&corpus=20&smoothing=0&share=&direct_url=t4%3B%
2Cnie%20wieder%20krieg%3B%2Cc0%3B%2Cs0%3B%3BNie%20wieder%20Krieg%3B%2Cc0%3B%3Bnie%
20 wieder%20Krieg%3B%2Cc0%3B%3BNIE%20WIEDER%20KRIEG%3B%2Cc0 (21 February 2020).
50 The earliest primary source listed on google books is “No more tyranny – no more war – no more conscription
– no more vexatious taxes”, ascribed to Louis Antoine, Duke of Angoulême, in: Hewson Clarke, An Impartial
History of the Naval Military and Political Events in Europe From the Commencement of the French Revolution to the Entrance of the Allies into Paris, History of the Wars of the French Revolution, Vol. 3, [place of
publication unknown] 1816, 942.
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attracted attention when the then German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer51 used
this slogan to advocate for Germany’s participation in the NATO intervention in the
Kosovo conflict. Since this was the first war Germany engaged in after the Second
World War, his 1999 speech provoked a hefty reaction, with some of his Green Party
comrades throwing paint bombs in the party congress.52
In Austria, by contrast, the audience of Rogl and Mairinger’s cantata in the Maut
hausen quarry in 1995 most likely related “Never again” to the slogan’s long history
in the context of the Mauthausen liberation celebrations.
Indeed, “Never again” has been a leitmotif in the Mauthausen commemorations.
The journal of the communist faction of Mauthausen survivors with the meaningful
title Der neue Mahnruf (The New Warning Call) far-sightedly propagated in 1949
already that Mauthausen “will become a place of pilgrimage for a thousand and from
the ‘Never Forget!’ the cry of ‘Never Again!’ will sound out across the world”.53 A year
later the journal preached:
“Mauthausen – the epitome of the bestial time of horror, of mass exterminations and eradications, is a serious warning for all upright Austrians: never
again to allow a development which again leads to war and fascism, which
again leads to mass murder and hate of nations, which again leads to concentration camps, to racial hatred.”54
In 1952, the motto of the liberation celebration on 4 May was “Never Mauthausen
again. Never again war!”55 In its next issue, Der Mahnruf reported that 8,000 visitors
brought “banners with the combative slogans ‘Never again Mauthausen – never
again war!’, ‘Fighters against fascism – fighters against war!’”56 On the occasion of the
liberation celebration in 1960 or 1961, a banner spanning over the road that led to the
concentration camp gate warned: “Never forget – never again!”57 In the so-called
legacy of the camp community Mauthausen, which was handed over to the MKÖ in
the year 2000 when it officially took over the organisation of the liberation ceremonies, the survivors wrote: “We will fight as long as we are able to ensure that what
happened to us will never happen to another human again.”58 In the same vein, during the liberation celebration of 1995 the then-president of the Mauthausen Committee Josef Hammelmann proclaimed: “Never again fanaticism and violence; never
again war and killing!”59
51 Fischer was foreign minister from 1998 to 2005.
52 The attention that Fischer’s use of “Nie wieder Auschwitz” attracted manifests itself in the number of books
referring to his speech and the phrase: https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=nie+wieder+auschw
itz&case_insensitive=on&year_start=1950&year_end=2019&corpus=20&smoothing=0&share=&direct_
u rl=t4%3B%2Cnie%20 w ieder%20auschw it z%3B%2Cc0%3B%2Cs 0%3B%3BNie%20 w ieder%20
Auschwitz%3B%2Cc0%3B%3Bnie%20wieder%20Auschwitz%3B%2Cc0 (21 February 2020).
53 Befreiung von Mauthausen: 5. Mai 1945. Mauthausen – Mahnmal des Gewissens, in: Der neue Mahnruf 2
(15 April 1949) 4, 4, http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/anno-plus?aid=dnm&datum=1949&page=52&size=35
&qid=94YA9HL8O4VSAX5PPA0B82DU3BMPII. Another article in the same issue is captioned: “Niemals
wieder”, 1. Nationalheiligtum Mauthausen. Niemals wieder Faschismus und Krieg, in: Der neue Mahnruf 2
(15 May 1949) 5, 4.
54 Niemals wieder Krieg und Faschismus, in: Der neue Mahnruf 3 (May 1950) 5, 3.
55 The motto of the liberation celebration on 4 May 1952 was “Niemals wieder Mauthausen. Niemals wieder
Krieg!”, see: Niemals wieder Mauthausen. Niemals wieder Krieg!, in: Der neue Mahnruf 5 (May 1952) 5, 1.
56 Niemals wieder Mauthausen. Niemals wieder Krieg!, in: Der neue Mahnruf 5 (June 1952) 6, 3.
57 Photo accompanying the article Niemals vergessen – niemals wieder!, in: Der neue Mahnruf 14 (May 1961) 5,
1, http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/anno-plus?aid=dnm&datum=1961&page=25&size=45&qid=08MYUT
UUI9S20AMPUFRRHLXYRCF3NR, last access: 30 March 2019. Because the photo has no caption and the
May issue was published before the liberation celebration, it is not clear whether the photo was shot in 1961 or
earlier.
58 https://docplayer.org/73865414-Vermaechtnis-praeambel.html (20 February 2020).
59 Private recording of the television broadcast of the liberation celebration in the Mauthausen concentration
camp memorial on 8 May 1995 at approximately 1:08:10, ORF.
Beate Kutschke: Music and Heroisation in the Mauthausen Liberation Celebrations

37

S: I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

ARTICLE

In light of the omnipresence of the phrase “Never again” at the memorial site of
the former concentration camp Mauthausen,60 Mairinger’s lyrics obviously drew on
this consolidated tradition. But to what extent is “Never again Mauthausen” related
to the heroic discourse and heroicising practices in the context of coming to terms
with the Holocaust, as I pointed out in the first part of the article? And does this
reference explain Rogl’s use of such openly heroic musical means of expression? In
order to reconstruct the relationship between heroism and the “Never again” motto,
it is necessary to deepen our understanding of the concept of the heroic. Even
though “heroic” is often understood as a label to be attributed to individuals who
courageously master life-threatening challenges, the term’s spectrum of meaning in
discursive practice is by no means limited to such deeds. On the contrary, the spectrum of meaning of the word “heroic” is huge, since it serves as a placeholder, a wild
card not for behavioural modes and character traits, but for diverse moral ideas and
imperatives.61 In calling an individual a hero, the speaker, first and foremost, articulates her admiration for the specific behavioural modes and qualities of this individual.
Using the term “heroic”, the speaker attributes a high value to their qualities and
thus implicitly suggests or even demands that the hero or heroine’s example be followed. In brief, not the concrete qualities of a heroine, but her functionality as a para
digm for moral imperatives in society is at the heart of the term “heroic”. This peculiarity manifests itself in the fact that people have attributed the label “heroic” to diverse qualities and activities throughout history. While in American discourse, the
firefighters of 9/11 are considered paradigmatic, tragically failing heroes and heroines – many more firefighters were killed than the amount of people they were able
to rescue from the collapsing twin towers – the hijackers who steered the planes are
equally considered heroes, not in the USA, but in the radicalised Islamic context. In
brief, modifying Walter Laqueur’s dictum, we can cynically declare that “[o]ne man’s
hero is another man’s terrorist”.62
Seen from this perspective, the phrase “Nie wieder Mauthausen!” appears as a
moral imperative in the sense of heroic discourse. It basically says: “Engage in avoiding that Mauthausen (or Auschwitz, war, or fascism, according to the slogan’s vari60 The motto “Nie wieder” has also played a prominent role at the Auschwitz concentration camp memorial site,
where the invocation was first used on 14 June 1947 during the opening address of the State Museum in
Auschw itz by Józef Cyrankiewicz, since February 1947 prime minister of the People’s Republic of Poland. He
was said to have been a former political prisoner of the Auschwitz and Mauthausen concentration camps.
Hansen, “Nie wieder Auschwitz”, 11. Hansen, however, does not indicate the source. The phrase “Nie wieder
Auschwitz” (nigdy więcej auschwitz/Oświęcim) thus belongs in the context of the heroisation of communist
resistance fighters. It is an element of the heroic discourse notoriously stimulated by Soviet propaganda and
practised by all states of the communist bloc up until the fall of the Iron Curtain. According to this heroic
communist discourse, all political internees in concentration camps were resistance fighters while the other
groups of prisoners did not receive any acknowledgment.
61 Although encyclopaedias and dictionaries usually give a list of properties that are assumed to characterise the
hero, some of them also draw attention to the decisive role that the observer – an individual or a group of individuals – plays in the making of a hero. By introducing the term “observer” into this context, the editors hope
to evoke the theory of the observer effect in the natural sciences. The observer necessarily influences the result
of an experiment by observing (meaning: lighting or measuring it). See the entry Hero and Heroine in The
Encyclopedia Americana, in which the author states that heroes and heroines are “held up as the embodiment
of certain ideals or values of the society or group that honors” them. Leonard Mades, Hero and Heroine, in: The
Encyclopedia Americana, International Edition, Vol. 14, Danbury 2003, 144. The last part of this quote is significant because it implies a hidden causal relationship. The society or group, honouring heroes or heroines,
does so because it perceives them as the embodiment of its own ideals or values. In the same vein, the recent
English Oxford Living Dictionaries defined the term “hero” as “[a] person who is admired for their courage,
outstanding achievements, or noble qualities” that – one might complete – the admirer holds herself as important values. Anonymous, 2017 or earlier (my emphasis).
62 Walter Laqueur, The Age of Terrorism, Toronto 1987, 302.
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ants) ever happens again!” In a kind of stoic, heroic manner, the phrase “Never again”
articulates psychic determination and resolution. At the same time, it stimulates the
emotion of elevation: excitement about one’s own and one’s fellow fighters’ moral
heroic objectives. Thus, choosing the heroic idiom for Mairinger’s “Nie wieder” invocation, Rogl not only intuitively pointed out the maxim’s inherent heroic quality, but
also increased the maxim’s degree of persuasiveness, which is supported by the positive emotions of elevation and resolution.
Rogl’s way of dealing with the prominent heroic slogan, however, is not the only
one. His colleague Joe Zawinul, who composed and performed in Jazz-related fields,
alluded to it in a rather ironic, clearly anti-heroic manner. Three years after Rogl’s
cantata, his radio play-like work Mauthausen – Vom großen Sterben hören/Chronicles
from the Ashes was performed on 8 August 1998, the 60th anniversary of the construction of the concentration camp. Like Rogl’s cantata, the performance place was
the quarry. Again towards the end of the piece, he referred to the maxim “Never
again” in a number that, at the beginning, focusses on the problem of survivor guilt
and then quotes “no more, no more” in a jazzy style. To what degree this passage –
the text and the finger snapping – also refers to the refrain of “Hit the road Jack”63 is
unclear. This example, however, serves to demonstrate the wide spectrum of possible
musical interpretations of the Holocaust. Heroisation is not the only way of musically coping with it and, therefore, it is significant if a composer uses heroic musical
tropes.

Martyr-Heroes and -Heroines in Christianity and Judaism.
Helmut Schmidinger’s Momente

ARTICLE

The final part of this article focusses on a specific kind of heroism – the conflation
of martyrdom and heroism – as it manifests itself in Drei Momente über Motive aus
dem Lied ‘Die Moorsoldaten’ by the Austrian contemporary composer Helmut
Schmidinger, which was premiered during the liberation celebration in 2005.64
It is well known in Holocaust studies that, after 1945, Jewish and Christian theologians, artists, and other intellectuals explained and understood the Holocaust in
terms of martyrdom. For this interpretation, Jewish authors such as Menachem
Mendel Schneerson, Elie Wiesel, and Albert Friedlander65 could draw on Jewish
martyrology. Jewish martyrology – which needs to be distinguished from Christian
martyrology – can be traced back to the Books of the Maccabees written in the first
century BCE and blossomed in the Middle Ages66 when Christians had gained religious supremacy in Europe and often forced Jews to convert.67 In contrast to the Jewish interpreters of the Holocaust, Christian writers such as the Catholic Jacques

63 This song by Percy Mayfield became famous through Ray Charles’s interpretation together with changing coperformers.
64 Helmut Schmidinger, Drei Momente über Motive aus dem Lied “Die Moorsoldaten“, for mixed choir and
piano, Frankfurt am Main 2005. On Schmidinger, see: http://www.helmutschmidinger.at (21 February 2020).
65 Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Every Jew Has a Silver Lining, 1991, https://www.chabad.org/therebbe/article_cdo/aid/2487536/jewish/Every-Jew-Has-a-Silver-Lining.htm (21 February 2020); Elie Wiesel/Albert H.
Friedlander, A Liturgical Offering for Yom Ha-Shoah, in: The Six Days of Destruction, Oxford et al. 1988, 6374, here 64.
66 Paul Middleton traced the idea(l) of martyrdom back to Maimonides. Paul Middleton, Martyrdom. A Guide
for the Perplexed, London 2011, 150.
67 Martyrdom served Jews as a means to compete with Christianity. Daniel Boyarin, Dying for God Martyrdom
and the Making of Christianity and Judaism, Stanford 1999, 105 for instance.
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Maritain68 and Jacques Madaule69 constructed an analogy between the Passion of
Jesus and the victims of the concentration camps and ghettos.70 Not surprisingly,
since members of related cultures usually engage in cultural exchange with each
other, some intellectuals designed a mixture of Jewish and Christian martyrology.
Marc Chagall’s painting “White Crucifixion” of 1938 is illustrative of this direction.71
It shows a crucified martyr with a Jewish prayer shawl in a surrounding that refers to
various actual events in Nazi Germany.72 Regarding Mauthausen, the 1947 plan to
erect a huge cross on the Appellplatz after having razed the complex of buildings and
the presence of members of the church during the liberation celebrations might also
be connected with the – in this case, clearly Christian-oriented – martyrological
view of the Holocaust.73
For the understanding of the role of heroism in coming to terms to the Holocaust
– both in general and in Austria in particular – martyrological interpretations are of
particular interest because martyrs and heroes – male and female – are often identified with each other. This manifests itself in medieval Christian narratives in which
the martyr is explicitly called a hero.74 The religious scholar Shira Lander recently
defined martyrs in the same vein:
“People who demonstrated willingness to die for their faithfulness to God
and the Law through their radical actions were considered martyrs, whether
they actually died or not. By so doing, martyrs were heroes: they exemplified
courage.”75
Last, but not least, Yad Vashem refers to heroes and martyrs in the same breath,
yet without specifying the relationship between the two groups. It is not clear w
 hether
the label “hero” refers to the survivors and “martyr” to the victims – or whether all
prosecuted Jews are heroes and heroines just because they are martyrs.
Various scholars and intellectuals, such as Emil Fackenheim, Norman Lamm,
and Paul Middleton, have voiced serious and convincing criticism of the martyrological interpretations of the Holocaust because, as Middleton stated, “Nazis were
not principally attempting to convert Jews to Christianity, but to destroy them” and,
unlike martyrs, “[m]any died not knowing they were going to their deaths, and very
few died voluntarily”.76 Yet the martyrological interpretation continues to be pro68 Jacques Maritain, La passion d’Israel [The Passion of Israel], in: La mystère d’Israel [The Mystery of Israel],
Paris 1965.
69 Jacques Madaule, La tragédie juive et le mystère d’Israël [The Jewish Tragedy and the Mystery of Israel], in:
Témoignage Chrétien, 2 (4 June 1948). For more on this issue, see: Daniel Cohen, Good Jews. Philosemitism in
Post-Holocaust Europe, 1945 to Present, in preparation.
70 Tom Lawson, Shaping the Holocaust. The Influence of Christian Discourse on Perceptions of the European
Jewish Tragedy, in: Holocaust and Genocide Studies 21 (Winter 2007) 3, 404-420. I am grateful to Daniel
Cohen for having drawn my attention to this issue.
71 See: https://getcustomart.com/products/marc-chagall-white-crucifixion (21 February 2020).
72 On Chagall’s interpretation of antisemitic pogroms and National Socialist persecution as Jewish martyrdom,
see: Ziva Amishai-Maisels, Chagall’s “White Crucifixion”, in: Art Institute of Chicago Museum Studies 17
(1991) 2, 138-153 and 180-181.
73 Bertrand Perz, Die KZ-Gedenkstätte Mauthausen 1945 bis zur Gegenwart, Innsbruck 2006, 61.
74 Roman Hankeln, Holy Heroes. On the Varieties of a Metaphor and its Musical Expression in the Medieval
Historiae, in: Beate Kutschke/Katherine Butler (ed.), The Heroic in Music, forthcoming.
75 Shira Lander, Martyrdom in Jewish Traditions, https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/research_sites/cjl/texts/
cjrelations/resources/articles/Lander_martyrdom/index.html, (20 February 2020). Lander refers here to “the
three young men of Daniel 3 who survived the furnace ordeal” and to whom “were continually referred to as
martyrs in both Jewish and Christian tradition”.
76 Middleton, Martyrdom, 151 and 150. Similarly, Stanislaw Krajewski argued: “The word [martyrdom] is not
neutral. In both Jewish, and subsequently Christian traditions it means suffering for the sake of one’s faith. For
Jews, it has been observed many times, Auschwitz, or the Shoah in general, does not have this redemptive
quality. It is an ultimate horror: Jews were condemned independently of their willingness to defend their faith,
indeed independently of their behavior. For most believing Jews, Auschwitz must have meaning, but that
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moted. Turning to the phenomenon of heroisation in music relating to the Holocaust, the question arises: Do musical styles and idioms exist that can be considered
a reference to martyrological-heroic ideas? And, if so, does the music performed in
the context of the liberation celebrations avail itself of those styles and idioms and
thereby evoke the interpretation of the Holocaust as a martyrological-heroic event?
Musicians and musicologists involved in the performance or research of protest
music have argued that the Protestant chorale that was introduced into church music
in the course of the Lutheran reformation articulates a protest attitude, at least if its
inherent stylistic features – a moderate range, a simple melody, a tendency to modal
tonality, and homophony – are performed with iambic or trochaic rhythm and in
march-like tempo.77 Political activists have therefore used energetically performed
chorale songs in order to communicate dissent and musically ‘accompany’ their protest.78 Walter Mossmann, a German singer-songwriter and activist in the anti-nuclear movement of the 1970s, intentionally adopted the American union song Which
Side Are You On for his Die Wacht am Rhein because, as he argued, it possesses the
properties of the Protestant chorale:
“Except for the activist cadence with a leading tone in g sharp [Mossmann
finishes the song with a modern dominant-tonic cadence, characteristic of
major-minor-tonality, instead of a typically Dorian minor dominant, as in
Pete Seeger’s version], the modified melody has become more clearly Dorian
than the old version [of Seeger and before him Florence Reece]. […] In the
church hymnbook, there are in fact numerous Dorian chorales […]. What
do people associate with the memories of these melodies in the [Dorian]
church mode? The avowal, the consciousness of the togetherness of the congregation, the feeling of a higher justice that is not taken into account in this
vale of tears.”79
Just as protest songs, workers’ songs, and the Protestant chorale share compositional features with each other, all three have a similar extra-musical character.80
Protest and protest music, Protestantism and the Protestant chorale, as well as unions’ and workers’ songs are naturally imbued with heroism and martyrdom. The
dissenting protesters, Protestants, and workers behave heroically in that they confront the adversarial, much more powerful authorities – the state and state institutions, the Roman Catholic Church, and the employers of the workers respectively.
They are martyrs in that they accept being punished for daring to confront the authorities. Therefore, the listeners attribute a martyrological-heroic character to protest songs, workers’ songs, and the Protestant chorale.
The concentration camp song Die Moorsoldaten, which was written and composed by inmates of the Börgermoor concentration camp in 1933 and served

77
78
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79
80

meaning seems totally hidden. In contrast, from the Christian point of view, the redemptive interpretation
is natural. Even Pope John Paul II, whose sensitivity to the Jewish fate is obvious, expressed remarks to the effect that so great a suffering must bring great fruits”. Stanislaw Krajewski, The Controversy over Carmel at
Auschw itz. A Personal Polish-Jewish Chronology, in: Carol Rittner/John K. Roth (ed.), Memory Offended.
The Auschw itz Convent Controversy, New York et al. 1991, 117-134, here 121. Krajewski was here referring to
a remark made by the pope during a meeting with Jewish representatives on 14 June 1987 on a visit to Poland.
Performed with an even, slow rhythm, the Protestant chorale has a more solemn character.
Beate Kutschke, Political Music and Protest Song, in: Kathrin Fahlenbrach/Martin Klimke/Joachim Scharloth (ed.), Protest Cultures. A Companion, New York/Oxford 2016, 264-272, here 268.
Walter Moßmann, Die Wacht am Rhein, in: Walter Moßmann/Peter Schleuning (ed.), Alte und neue po
litische Lieder, Reinbek 1978, 18-80, here 65-66.
Compare the energetic, combative performance of the Lutheran chorale Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott with dotted rhythm and, in the second strophe, heroic trumpets, with Mossmann’s Wacht am Rhein: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=spNUXzYYO8U; https://youtu.be/BsMeOFghsT4 (21 February 2020).
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Music example 3: Helmut Schmidinger, Drei Momente über Motive
aus dem Lied ‘Die Moorsoldaten’.
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Schmidinger as musical material for variations in his composition, possesses all the
characteristics of the Protestant-style protest/workers’ song if performed in the
march-like, combative version.81
In light of the heroic-martyrological character of the Protestant/protest/workers’
song, it is not surprising that, for the final section of his Drei Momente, a kind of
variation of Die Moorsoldaten, Helmut Schmidinger chose the setting of the romantic choral song, a genre that is distantly related to the Protestant chorale style: It is
slow and homophonic, but uses a romantic major-minor tonal instead of modal
tonality and, in this sense, is less combative and more emotional (music example 3).
Schmidinger thereby maintained the associative field of political, religious and labour protest, heroism and martyrdom appropriate to the context of Mauthausen’s
‘first history’ as a concentration camp for primarily political prisoners, but also
added a sentimental flavour.

Heroic Pathos and Victim Narrative. Two Sides of the Same Coin
Investigating music and its contextual discourses that was performed in the context of the Mauthausen liberation celebrations, this article has shed light on three
different manifestations of heroic thinking in the context of coming to terms with
the Holocaust: first, the triumphant transformation of Mauthausen as a place of torture and death into a place of commemoration and overcoming of ‘evil’; second, the
invocation “Never again”, which functions as a heroic moral imperative; and third,
the heroic-martyrological interpretation of suffering in Mauthausen that, as indicated in the preceding section, makes less sense for Jewish victims than for political
victims. For, unlike the Jewish victims, whose classification as Jewish was imposed
on them by Nazi racism and could not be changed even if they had wanted it to be,
the politically persecuted individuals could theoretically give up their opposition
and conform with the National Socialist political system if they were willing to betray their political values and convictions.
These examples demonstrate that the heroisation of the Holocaust, which critical
historians consider characteristic of a discourse prevailing between 1945 and 1989,
which focussed on the allegedly victorious side of the Holocaust and suppressed suffering in the concentration camps, did not stop with the turn to the victim narrative.
On the contrary, the victim narrative needs heroisation in order to actualise itself –
not with the purpose of heroising the victims, but because the heroisation of a sociopolitical attitude condemning the Holocaust encourages the ‘descendants’ of the
historical event to adopt this attitude. Music plays an important role in this context.
By non-verbal expressive means, it evokes the heroic emotions of triumph, elevation,
and sacrifice and, thus, reinforces the moral imperative of “Never again!”
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81 For a mildly combative interpretation, see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j2-hTItnpuU (21 February
2020).
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Mark Lewis

Continuity and Change in the
Vienna Police Force, 1914–1945
Part II

Abstract
Part II is the second half of a study examining the transformation of the Viennese police
during four political systems. Part I had shown that the police was centralized and given additional powers between 1927 and 1934, yet the force was not ideologically unified, as a small
section joined the Nazi Party. Part II, covering Austrofascism and Nazism, sheds light on the
Kriminalpolizei and the Sicherheitswache (the latter became the German Schutzpolizei after
March 1938). Both institutions were shaped “from above” and “from below”. The Nazi Sicherheitsdienst wanted to build a new, expanded state police in Vienna (the Gestapo) and
secure the compliance of the regular police, yet police at the middle and lower ranks adapted
themselves to Nazi policy, even if they were not Nazi Party members. In particular, the
Kriminalpolizei and Schutzpolizei helped enforce labor policy, expropriation, racial persecution, and deportation of Roma and Jews.
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Developments under Austrofascism
The late republic had already brought about a greater centralisation of the police,
leading to growing conflicts with social democracy and communism, as the police
had viewed the latter as the major threat to the state since the First World War. 1933
was a transitional year as the government’s ban on oppositional political parties
opened the door to more police crackdowns on party meetings and publications
across the political spectrum, as well as satirical and scholarly publications. Police
reports from the autumn of 1933 show that the police leadership wanted the institution to serve the dictatorship: It investigated leftist groups, presented information to
the state prosecutor arguing that they should be prohibited, protected major Catholic events that were pro-regime, and confiscated newspapers that criticised the Dollfuß government.1 Emmerich Tálos argued that before the establishment of Austrofascism, the government had used the police to control political opposition, and that
the Dollfuß government now wanted to use the police to achieve its goal of creating
a fascist government.2 As evidence of this, he cited the centralisation of police or1 In Österreichisches Staatsarchiv, Archiv der Republik, Bundeskanzleramt, Bundeskanzleramt-Inneres, Bundes
polizeidirektion Wien (OeStA/AdR BKA BKA-I BPDion Wien) Berichte, 1933 Sept. (K. 35), see the police surveillance of social democratic meetings (where socialists criticised the Viennese municipal government’s financial situation), Pr.Zl. IV-1-36/33/340, 5 September 1933; the police application to shut down the Bund der Freunde
der Sowjetunion on the grounds that the group was engaged in revolutionary activity, not only working to prevent war, Pr.Zl.IV-756/33/23, 5 September 1933; and police protection for the Allegemeine deutsche Katholikentag, a multi-day event of Catholic speeches and hero commemorations that the police thought might be opposed by social democrats and Nazis, Pr.Zl.IV-6566/2/33; 3 September 1933; Pr.Zl.IV-6566/33, 9 September 1933;
Pr.Zl.IV-6566/15/33, 12 September 1933. In OeStA/AdR BKA BKA-I BPDion Wien Berichte, October 1933 (K.
36), see the report on the police’s seizure of the entire print run of the Arbeiterzeitung from 8 October 1933, Z.
3061 G.P.P./33, 9 October 1933, and the report on the strikes which followed, Pr.Zl. IV-1-524/33, 10 October 1933.
2 Emmerich Tálos, Das austrofaschistische Herrschaftssytem. Österreich 1933–1938, Vienna 2013, 228-230.
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ganisation, the elimination of civil liberties, increased use of police authority to determine punishments (under Polizeistrafrecht), and the establishment of detention
camps (Anhaltelager) used to intern Nazis, social democrats, communists, and other
political opponents, who could be sent there without a criminal proceeding proving
they had committed a crime. Elisabeth Winkler explained that the authoritarian
Dollfuß government wanted the police to conform to its views by creating a new
special disciplinary commission on 10 May 1933 in which public employees (including the police) could be terminated if they “knowingly promoted efforts hostile to
the state or government”. She noted that this was geared more toward Nazis in the
police than social democrats, some of whom had already been purged after 1927.3
Yet the concept of the police as a tool does not give much weight to the internal dynamics of the police at the lower and mid-levels, nor does it address the police as a
complex social institution with its own customs, culture, and relationship with the
public (other than as a blunt instrument of repression). In fact, by concentrating on the
decisions of the Ministerial Council to create new disciplinary measures – or the decisions of the security minister or chancellor to supervise the police directly – the historian may unintentionally end up excluding the social and cultural aspects of the police
as an institution. Additionally, some of the developments under Austrofascism have
precedents in the imperial past. For example, Tálos stated that a new part of the Austrofascist system was the establishment of the State Police Bureau in November 1933,
emerging from the Generaldirektion für die öffentliche Sicherheit (General Directorate for Public Security). He describes the Bureau as a type of centralised intelligence
service that cooperated with a police commissar in every federal state to surveil political opposition groups, such as social democrats, communists, and Nazis. The Bureau
had the power to determine the nature and extent of punishment, as well as send people to a detention camp.4 Actually, this replicated certain aspects of the First World
War-era Defensive Kundschaftsdienst and the State Police, which investigated persons perceived as hostile to the monarchy, state, or military, who were then sent to detention camps. The First World War system was different in some respects: As explained in Part I, there was closer cooperation between the military and the police in
creating a central record system of information, and the wartime Defensive Kundschaftsdienst (from the perspective of the planners) was supposed to protect the Dual
Monarchy against spies and saboteurs, while the Austrofascists wanted to use the police to cement dictatorial rule. But as evidence of continuity, one can look to Otto
Steinhäusl, who was the head of the Sicherheitsbüro until he was removed in 1935 due
to Nazi activity. Actually, the Sicherheitsbüro had existed as part of the K.k. PolizeiDirektion during the First World War, and Steinhäusl worked in that office at the time,
leading investigations into “politically suspicious persons”. For example, he worked on
a case in 1914 in which a Serbian businessman, born in the Banat and a Hungarian
subject, was accused of supporting Serbian nationalism and was therefore sent to internment camps in Austria and Hungary for several years.5
3 Elisabeth Winkler, Die Polizei als Instrument in der Etablierungsphase der austrofaschistischen Diktatur
(1932–1934) mit besonderer Berücksichtigung der Wiener Polizei, (Dissertation), Vienna 1983, 32-48, 111120. Winkler argued that starting in 1927, the right-wing government tried to force policemen to conform to
its views by disciplining those who expressed political views critical of the government, changing the voting
rules for the election of police union stewards (to favour the “Unpolitische Liste” associated with the Christian
Social Party), and then instituting rules in January and February 1934 that allowed the government to suspend
public employees even if they had not committed a punishable offence.
4 Tálos, Das austrofaschistische Herrschaftssytem, 233.
5 His signature appears on the “Agenten vom Dienst” document for the case. He signed the protocol for the police’s search of the suspect’s house (Johann Notarosch) and it appears that he wrote the report summarising his
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The impact of two major events – the social democratic revolt of 12–14 February
1934 and the Nazis’ putsch attempt in July 1934 – should also be analysed to consider the transformations in the police in this period. First, let us consider the impact
of the social democratic revolt. Though the police leadership and state prosecutors
later tried to claim that the whole revolt was a centrally planned attempt to overthrow the state, the events in Vienna actually began as sympathy strikes with protesting workers in Linz, who were demonstrating against weapons searches and the
government’s decision to ban the Social Democratic Party.6 In Vienna, after the government ordered the arrest of social democratic leaders and confronted protesters in
the streets (in some cases shooting at them), the situation escalated into an armed
revolt by the Republikanischer Schutzbund, which attacked police stations, killed
police officers, and took police officers hostage.7 The Austrian Social Democrats had
stated in 1933 that a general strike was a legitimate course of action if their party was
prohibited or there was an attempt to change the constitution by a coup,8 while operatives who were allegedly smuggling weapons for the Schutzbund claimed that the
formation of an armed group was necessary to oppose other armed groups that
wanted to eliminate the constitution and undertake a putsch.9 An internal police
update, submitted while the revolt was in progress, acknowledged that the revolt was
not a centrally executed operation, but that every Gemeindehaus was working autonomously.10 The dynamic of escalation (police searches and arrests, police attacks
against demonstrators, and the response by the Schutzbund to move from strikes to
armed revolt) produced a civil war situation. The police were not equipped for this;
under machine gun fire, they lost control of police stations in the working-class districts of Simmering and Floridsdorf and had to evacuate them on 13 February.11 The
Schutzbund, along with tram workers, occupied the tram and railway station in
Floridsdorf, which lies northeast of central Vienna, across the Danube. This cut off a
vital northeasterly transportation route within the capital. The government brought
in military artillery and began bombarding occupied buildings, forcing the Schutzbund to flee some areas, but the government was unable to dislodge the fighters from
the Floridsdorf police station, deciding finally to suspend the assault as darkness approached.12 The government was only able to break the resistance on the third day
(14 February) by resuming shelling and sending in additional military troops, call-
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findings to the chairman of the Sicherheitsbüro on 27 August 1914. See: Archiv der Landespolizeidirektion
Wien (LPDW), 1914, Scha. V/7, 433/914/K.
OeStA/AdR BKA BKA-I BPDion Wien Februar-Akten, 1934, K. 10, Pr.IV- 2606/158/1934, Betreff: Aufstellung über das Einsetzen der Kampfhandlungen des Rep. Schutzbundes. Folder: Telephonische Mitteilungen,
Aktenvermerk (Dr. Nagy), 12 February 1934 (hereafter Tel. Mitteilungen).
On the arrests, see ibid., Verhaftete prominente Führer der Soz.dem.Arbeiterpartei, 12 February 1934. On
police shooting at a large gathering of workers in Floridsdorf after they were allegedly fired upon, see ibid.,
“Koat Floridsdorf teilt mit”, 12 February 1934, 17:50 (Rupertsberger). On the police evacuation of three stations in Simmering (where 4,000 armed Schutzbund members took control), see ibid., Meldung (Dr. Hellhuber Koat Simmering), 18:45. On the Schutzbund’s machine gun attack against the police station in Floridsdorf, see ibid., report from 8:00, 13 February 1934 (Sturminger) and 9:00, 13 February 1934 (Rupertsberger).
On the Schutzbund’s occupation of the police station in Jedlersdorf and the taking of 9-10 policemen as hostages, see ibid., Aktenvermerk (Dr. Berger), 13:00, 13 February 1934.
See: Friedrich Adler, speech to the Special Conference of the Labour Party in London, 1 October 1933, 10,
OeStA/AdR BKA BKA-I BPDion Wien Berichte, November–December 1933, K. 37, Pr.Zl.IV-10094/33, 5 December 1933.
See the statement of Rudolf Löw, who was arrested for allegedly arranging the financing of bullets and explosives shipped from Czechoslovakia, OeStA/AdR BKA BKA-I BPDion Wien Berichte, February 1934, K. 39,
Niederschrift aufgenommen mit Rudolf Löw, BPD Wien, S.B. 931/34.
Tel. Mitteilungen, 13 February 1934, 19:05 (Dr. Weiser).
See: footnote 7.
Tel. Mitteilungen, Aktenvermerk, 13 February 1934, 12:15 (Dr. Berger); Aktenvermerk, 13 February 1934,
17:15 (Dr. Berger).
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ing this a “cleansing action”.13 Only then could police return to occupy buildings previously held by the Schutzbund.14 The police claimed victory, retaking Schutzbundcontrolled buildings and arresting anyone suspected of participating in the revolt. In
Floridsdorf, police arrested 1,000 persons and seized 1,000 rifles and 50-60 machine
guns.15 This pattern was repeated elsewhere in the city, as the police, military, and
Heimwehr dismantled the Republikanischer Schutzbund.16 The government then
banned organisations with social democratic membership – or those which it said
were connected to the party. The police was the agency that actually shuttered them,
stunting Viennese cultural life by closing down associations devoted to music, theatre, bike tours, nature walks, and worker organisations for specific national groups,
such as Hungarians, Italians, Poles, and Yiddish-speaking Jews. Savings and lending
organisations and welfare organisations for the unemployed (which were very important in the 1930s) were also forced to close.17
The police also bolstered their ranks with soldiers whose views conformed to the
regime: Catholic, authoritarian, and anti-socialist. According to my study of the Sicherheitswache who were hired after the First World War and remained on the force
under National Socialism, all the police hired between 1934 and 1938 (in my sample)
were men who transferred from the Austrian army. In some cases, they only had one
year of training, rather than the normal two. Some had been decorated by the army
for fighting against the social democrats in February 1934.18 Their anti-leftist credentials and willingness to use force made them useful assets to the Viennese police. The
fact that some were hired after the Nazi putsch in July 1934 and before Schuschnigg’s
July Agreement with Hitler (11 July 1936), which was supposed to guarantee Austrian sovereignty, may indicate that the police were also trying to add anti-Nazi policemen or needed replacements for suspended social democrats and Nazis.
Five months later, the Austrian Nazis’ putsch against Dollfuß in July 1934 also
had a major impact on the police. Kriminalbeamte and Sicherheitswache played a
prominent role in the planning and execution of the plan to take over the chancellery
building, hold the Ministerial Council hostage, and declare a new Nazi government.19 Konrad Rotter, the founder of the Gersthof 2 group (the Nazi Party organi
sation inside the Vienna police), carried out important preparations for the putsch
plan, collaborating with the leader of SS-Standarte 89, Fridolin Glass. Rotter was to
ascertain the time when the Austrian ministers were meeting on 24 July (the original
day when they were to be taken hostage), obtain plans of the chancellery, determine
the nature of the military and police guards in the building, investigate the nearby
area, and find police personnel who would secure the build and camouflage the actions of the SS when they entered the building.20 Rotter also claimed (after the putsch
had failed) that he was the one who had convinced Otto Steinhäusl, the head of the
13 Tel. Mitteilungen, 14 February 1934, no title; see 3 (“Die Aktion in Floridsdorf”) for a compilation of reports
whose first page begins with “Oberkommissär Maly”.
14 Pr.IV-2606/2169/1934, Telegramme, Meldungen, 14 February 1934, 9:40, Zkl. 999 (Präs.)
15 Tel. Mitteilungen, Aktenvermerk 14 February 1934, 13:45 (Dr. Mitterman), Floridsdorf, meldet.
16 Tel. Mitteilungen, Situationsmeldungen am 16. Feber 1934 ab 0 Uhr 15.
17 OeStA/AdR BKA BKA-I BPDion Wien Berichte, March 1934, Vereinsauflösungen, K. 41.
18 LPDW, Personalakt Karollus, Albin, St.Nr.848/36 (148/61); Neumayer IV, Franz, St.Nr.300/36 (112/69); Oberlehner, Stanislaus, St.Nr.625/1936 (759/1946).
19 Gerhard Jagschitz, Die politische Zentralevidenzstelle der Bundespolizeidirektion Wien. Ein Beitrag zur
Rolle der politischen Polizei in der ersten Republik, in: Jahrbuch für Zeitgeschichte (1978), 68-88; 99-129.
20 “Rotter Bericht II”, Wiener Stadt- und Landesarchiv (WStLA), Volksgericht Wien, Vg 6b Vr 7893/47 gegen
Rudolf Weydenhammer, Denkschrift Konrad Rotter über den Juliputsch, 1935, transcription published by
Kurt Bauer http://www.kurt-bauer-geschichte.at/Juliputsch.htm (22 September 2019), 15 (using Bauer’s pagination here and hereafter).
Mark Lewis: Continuity and Change in the Vienna Police Force, 1914–1945 (Part II)

48

S: I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

Kriminalpolizei, that the latter should take over as police chief under the projected
Nazi government, led by Anton Rintelen.21 The “second strike for the conquest of
power” was supposed to be the takeover the police. Rintelen would appoint Steinhäusl police president; following this, Kriminalbeamte in the State Police (who were
part of Rotter’s group) would arrest the current Police President Seydel, Vice President Skubl, and other leading police officials.22 The importance Rotter attached to a
Nazi police official taking over the police is shown by his self-serving explanation in
1935 for why the putsch collapsed: Glass had failed as a political leader. According to
Rotter, because Glass did not come to the chancellery during the putsch and did not
lead the political negotiations with the existing Austrian government to force it to
accept a Nazi takeover, Rintelen, who was supposed to become Chancellor, did not
issue a decree naming Steinhäusl police president. That meant that the rest of the
police were not told that Steinhäusl should be their new commander and should follow him. Instead, according to Rotter’s logic, Steinhäusl remained passive, and the
police remained ‘loyal’ to the government and repressed the putsch by surrounding
the building.23 This assumed that with a change in the leadership, the police would
have followed. Whether this would in fact have happened in 1934 remains open to
speculation, though it did occur in March 1938 under different internal and external
conditions. Yet the importance of his claim is not that it provides a realistic explanation for the failure of the putsch (the real reasons lay elsewhere24); it demonstrates
how Nazis in the police, such as Rotter, believed that the police was simply an institutional instrument that they could flip to their side, like a switch.25 In fact, other
Nazi putschists, namely Paul Hudl (who was not a policeman) and Franz Holzweber
(a former army Wachtmeister who led the putsch in the chancellery) tried to convince Dollfuß, while he was wounded but still alive, to issue an order telling the state
executive (the police) to recognise Rintelen as chancellor and not to storm the building – which Dollfuß refused to do.26 Fey, the Heimwehr leader and a cabinet minister, also wanted to persuade the executive to follow Rintelen’s instructions (probably
for his own benefit, as he hoped to take over as security minister in a Nazi-controlled
government, a position he had recently lost). Technically a hostage in the chancellery,
though negotiating with Holzweber, Fey wrote an appeal telling the state executive
to obey Rintelen and not to attack the building.27
In addition to police involvement in the planning, approximately 25 police officers were involved in executing the plan on 25 July.28 They stood guard at the Bundesturnhalle (where other police and the SS disguised themselves with military uniforms and received weapons), arrested other loyal police officers (Anton Marek and
Karl Pflug) who were sent to the scene to investigate, and joined the putschists who
took over the chancellery. Others, such as Johann Hoi, kept the chancellery under
21
22
23
24
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28

Ibid., 16.
Ibid., 20.
Ibid., 23.
The putschists were unable to take over the radio transmitter in Vienna (Ravag, which would have enabled
them to keep broadcasting messages that the government had resigned and their government was now in
power), they failed to occupy the main police barracks (Marokkanerkaserne) and the central telephone office,
and various putsch attempts in other parts of Austria, many of which were not sufficiently planned or coordinated, were all suppressed by the Austrian army. Jagschitz, Der Putsch, 145-167.
He again emphasized the importance of taking over the police leadership in the conclusion to his report,
claiming that the failure of the putsch could not be blamed on him or the police organisation he led. “Rotter
Bericht II”, 26.
Jagschitz, Der Putsch, 121.
Ibid., 123-124.
Ibid., 102.
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surveillance during the putsch and reported news back to Rotter. Franz Kamba, a
Kriminalbeamte who worked in the chancellery, was involved in planning the
putsch; he had given plans of the building to Rotter. He was in the building during
the occupation, playing a double role by pretending not to be in league with the
putschists, though he actually kept Rotter informed of events inside and delivered
Fey’s appeal (and the putschists’ threats) to the ministers,29 who refused to agree to
their terms. Instead, they opted to issue an ultimatum to the putschists: Give up, or
the army, the police’s Alarmabteilung, and the Schutzkorps would storm the building.30
Gerhard Jagschitz enumerated several failures by the police in preventing the
putsch, partly basing his analysis on an Austrian Generalprokurator’s investigation,
which criticised several deficiencies in the police leadership.31 The State Police had
intelligence about an impending putsch in May and June 1934, including the threat
that the Nazis would try to arrest the ministers, but because there were so many
warnings, police officers were just told to remain on alert, rather than take specific
additional security measures or open new investigations. During the initial stages of
the putsch on the morning of 25 July, when Heimatschutz commanders and Fey’s
Adjutant Robert Wrabel learned about the putsch plan from a police Revierinspektor (Johann Dobler), who decided to betray his comrades and reveal what he knew,
Wrabel did not immediately alert the security services. Instead, he met with Fey,
then sent two Kriminalbeamte (the above-mentioned Marek and Pflugl) to the scene,
rather than immediately securing the chancellery. At the Bundesturnhalle, Marek
and Pflugl saw weapons being loaded onto trucks – which Marek managed to report
before he was arrested. In this same timeframe, but before getting precise information about the events at the Bundesturnhalle, the new minister for state security, Carl
Karwinsky, told Police President Seydel that he should send police officers there and
secure the chancellery, but neither saw it as urgent. Part of the problem here was that
Marek was telephoning information to Wrabel (not to his superior officer in the police, which was proper procedure), and that Wrabel and Fey were still acting as if they
controlled state security, when it was supposed to be Karwinsky’s domain. This
meant that information from the police was going up the chain to Wrabel, who was
not acting quickly enough, while senior police officials only got their information
from Karwinsky, who only learned about an impending attack on the chancellery
from Fey – during the time they were in the chancellery with Dollfuß for a meeting,
literally right before the putschists arrived. The security apparatus was not prepared
with an efficient flow of information nor a predetermined plan to protect the building. Furthermore, some of the security measures that the police took were either
misdirected or not strong enough. For example, at the same moment Karwinsky told
Seydel to send men to investigate the situation at the Bundesturnhalle, Ludwig
Presser, a senior official in the State Police, learned about an impending attack on
Dollfuß – a grenade attack on the Michaelerplatz, possibly a ruse to keep the chancellor at his office, where the real putsch was to occur. Presser sent Kriminalbeamte
29 The 1934 disciplinary proceedings against Kamba and other Kriminalbeamte who participated in the putsch
state that as part of the theatre to conceal Kamba’s role, other putschists took away his pistol when they took
officials hostage in the chancellery, but they later gave it back. Wiener Stadt- und Landesarchiv (WStLA), A1Vr-Strafakten, Landesgericht für Strafsachen Wien (Volksgericht), Vg 12 Vr 8720/46 gegen Preisegger Florian,
OrNr 26, BlZ 179, Besondere Disziplinarkommission beim Bundeskanzleramt, 6 5 - B.DK./1934, Erkenntnis,
7-8 (hereafter Preisegger, Besondere Disziplinarkommission).
30 Jagschitz, Der Putsch, 133.
31 Ibid., 107, 176. The sequence of events and the police measures in this paragraph come from Jagschitz’s account, especially 90-91, 101-119.
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to the Michaelerplatz to secure the area, which limited the officers he could send
elsewhere. Meanwhile, Polizeirat Karl Penn went to the Bundesturnhalle with a
team of Kriminalbeamte to investigate the suspicious situation there. Just as they arrived, the putschists (the SS and former army members), camouflaged as soldiers,
were leaving on trucks to go the chancellery. The police tried to stop the last truck but
failed, and they did not pursue the convoy. Once Karwinsky understood that something was seriously amiss at the Bundesturnhalle (due to Marek’s reports), he told
Seydel to secure the chancellery, and Seydel contacted the Generalinspektor of the
Sicherheitswache, Rudolf Manda. But Manda only sent twenty men, rather than the
Alarmabteilung, comprised of 500 men.
Before these operational failures during the putsch, the police had been unable to
eliminate Nazi infiltration in the early 1930s. It is true that the Alarmabteilung in the
early 1930s, led at the time by Polizeioberkommissär Leo Gotzmann, was infiltrated
by Nazis, and the police leadership dealt with this problem by transferring thirty to
forty officers to other district police stations in August 1933 – but these men were not
dismissed. Key figures (Gotzmann, Polizeimajor Josef Heischmann, and Polizei
oberkommissär Paul Hönigl) continued developing a plan to occupy the chancellery
and the police headquarters on the Schottenring with the help of Nazi-oriented soldiers in the Austrian army.32 Since 1931, the State Police had been trying to flush out
Nazis from the police, but had limited success, given that the Gersthof group had
grown during this time and Rotter had put together a group of putschists from its
ranks, including officers who worked in the State Police, such as Hoi, Josef Steiner,
and Karl Prieler.33 Franz Morawetz, a career State Police official in the First Republic
and Austrofascist state (and who later worked for the Gestapo) said that Ludwig
Weiser, the chairman of the State Police, tasked him in 1931 with the secret job of
attending Nazi meetings to determine which other police officers attended, often to
hear Vienna Gauleiter and Nazi publisher Eduard Frauenfeld. Morawetz said in
1946 that the Generaldirektion für die öffentliche Sicherheit had him investigate police in Linz and St. Pölten who belonged to the Nazi Party after it was prohibited in
1933. Most interestingly, he claimed that he undertook top secret investigations of
Steinhäusl when he was head of the Security Bureau in the 1930s, and that as a result
of his reports, Weiser ordered Morawetz to search Steinhäusl’s apartment and his
office in one of the main police buildings at Roßauerlände. The police found compromising material that was used against Steinhäusl, and Morawetz testified as a witness against him.34 After the putsch, Steinhäusl was sentenced to seven years in prison in 1935 (though prosecutors could not prove his direct involvement in the putsch);
he was released in 1936.35
The phenomenon of Nazi police officials being dismissed and prosecuted after the
putsch, but then returning to serve under the Nazis, was an important feature of the
key group around Rotter, too. Rotter, Kamba, Steiner, and two other Kriminalbeamte, Florian Preisegger and Johann Kaiblinger, were all dismissed from the po32 Ibid., 70-71.
33 WStLA, Vg 12b Vr 4466/47, Strafsache gegen Hoi, Johann, Niederschrift, aufgen. mit dem Krim.Bez.Insp. Prieler Karl, 15.5.1938, Abschrift von Blzl.93-95.
34 WStLA, Vg 5a Vr 5261/46, Strafsache gegen Morawetz, Franz, Gedächtnissprotokoll, 1946, BlZ. 66-67, 70-71.
The aforementioned Polizeirat Anton Walitschek, the anti-socialist conservative who praised the centralisation of Austrian security institutions after 1927 and managed to adapt to both the Nazi state and Second Republic later, was present at this search of Steinhäusl’s office.
35 Franz Weisz, Steinhäusl, Otto, in: Österreichisches Biographisches Lexikon 1815–1950, https://www.biographien.ac.at/oebl/oebl_S/Steinhaeusl_Otto_1873_1940.xml;internal&action=hilite.action&parameter=
steinh%E4usl (22 September 2019).
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lice by a special disciplinary commission convened by Chancellor Schuschnigg’s office in August 1934,36 but Kamba, Kaiblinger, and Preisegger were given jobs in the
Viennese police under the Nazis later, because they knew how Austrian security
institutions operated, and they promoted their participation in the putsch as a mark
of dedication to the Nazi movement.37
The Schuschnigg government did prosecute nine policemen for their role in the
putsch, executing four and handing prison sentences to the others.38 Yet the influence of Nazis in the police was not fully curtailed. The Gersthof group was dismantled, but it actually lived on as the “Hoi Group”, whereby Hoi got money from the
Nazi Hilfswerk and other donors and distributed money and food to Nazi policemen who had been arrested or dismissed.39 Additionally, Hoi’s career path shows
how the Austrian state’s external political dealings with Nazi Germany actually preserved Austrian Nazi policemen during the illegal period. After participating in the
putsch, Hoi was arrested and investigated by a military court, but released due to lack
of evidence. He was arrested again in March 1936 for Nazi activity, sentenced to six
months arrest, and was to be prosecuted by the Landesgericht for treason. But after
Schuschnigg signed the July Agreement with Hitler, he was amnestied, then arrested
again three days later. He was released from custody in November 1936 and finally
dismissed from the police.40 After his dismissal, he took over the leadership of the
illegal Nazi police organisation in Vienna and built an “extensive” intelligence service that kept in constant contact with the Gestapo in Berlin, specifically with Franz
Josef Huber,41 who surveilled Austrian Nazi groups until he became head of the
Viennese Gestapo on 22 March 1938. After the Nazi takeover, Hoi returned to the
police, this time working for Gestapo Referat II C 3 in Vienna (which repressed
monarchists, the Heimwehr, and Otto Strasser’s Black Front).42
The Viennese police under Austrofascism remained strongly anti-communist.
After the government banned the Communist Party of Austria (KPÖ) on 26 May
1933, the police conducted extensive investigations aimed at destroying the party’s
entire underground organisation. While the police strategy during the First Republic
was to keep the party under observation, then suppress its publications and demon
strations, its strategy in 1935 and 1936 was to dissolve the party’s underground organisation by finding young, low-level members, arresting them, interrogating them,
and pressuring them to give the names of the persons who held functions in secret
cells. By following the links of the chain, one by one, the police successfully crippled
the organisation. This is illustrated by the investigation of Wilhelm Korinek, a young
soldier stationed in the Radetzky Barracks, which resulted in the punishment of 118
people (who were given three weeks to six months police arrest).43 In 1935, the Com36 Preisegger, Besondere Disziplinarkommission.
37 This was especially necessary for them, because they did not have the educational requirements to achieve a
higher rank in the police (Regierungsrat). The police president’s office tried to secure this for them with a letter
to the head of the Sicherheitspolizei in Berlin in 1939, but he was not successful. WStLA, 2.5.1. 8 A1-16 Preis
egger, Florian, PD Wien, KBR, Zl. P104/46, Bl. 37.
38 Jagschitz, Der Putsch, 173.
39 WStLA, Vg 12b Vr 4466/47, Strafsache gegen Hoi, Johann, Vernehmung des Beschuldigten, 19 September
1945, BlZ 9. This statement was copied from Vg 2b Vr 559/45.
40 Ibid., BlZ. 20-21, Niederschrift (Abschrift von Blz.85-86), aufgenommen am 22. Mai 1938 mit dem der Staats
polizeileitstelle Wien Referent II C zugeteilten Kriminal-Rayonsinspektor Hoi Johann.
41 Ibid., BlZ. 22.
42 Ibid., BlZ. 83, Staatsamt für Inneres, Abteilung 2, Niederschrift aufgenommen mit Johann Hoi, 18 September
1945.
43 WStLA, Landesgericht für Strafsachen, A11-Vr-Strafakten: LG I Vr 773/1936, Korinek Wilhelm und Genossen.
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munist Party had a well-organised underground network in Vienna, with a paying
membership, meetings, and publications. The police in Ottakring (a working-class
district) learned from the military that Korinek possessed copies of a publication
called Der Rote Soldat, and they arrested him. He said he was in the Republikani
scher Schutzbund (which was banned at this point) and that he had shared the pamphlets with other soldiers. At first, Korinek explained that he did not know who had
given him Der Rote Soldat, claiming a totally unknown person had just handed him
the copies on the street. In a follow-up interrogation, he said he was a communist but
did not belong to any political party; he also said he had belonged to the social democrats and the Republikanischer Schutzbund, but after they were dissolved by the authorities, he had left them. It is unclear from the interrogation records if he was pressured psychologically or physically, but as the interrogation continued, he finally declared: “Now I will tell the truth.”44 He said he had obtained Der Rote Soldat from
Friedrich Landl, an unemployed student, so police went to Landl’s parents’ house (he
lived with them in the fifteenth district) and searched the premises. They found nothing incriminating, but arrested one of his friends, Ludwig Lang, because he “looked
suspicious”. Police searched Lang’s house and found prohibited communist pamphlets. They also interrogated Landl, who admitted he was the political leader of a
KPÖ cell. He may well have been pressured or threatened to confess, though police
interrogations, including those going back to the Habsburg period, only relate what
the suspect or witness said, not what the police said or did. Landl told police who paid
dues, where his cell held meetings, who owned a duplication machine, and where
they disseminated pamphlets.45 Now the police were able to unravel the network
from the bottom, eventually arresting 118 people in the twelfth, thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth districts, as well as eliminating a union in the Bally Shoe Factory.
The police claimed victory, stating they had “rolled up” the entire organisation of
“Kreis III” (consisting of the aforementioned districts and neighbouring locales).
They also said that they now knew how the cells were structured and who held which
positions. The arrestees were charged with treason and, even though the state prosecutor decided in August 1936 to drop the charges, the police arrest was used to cow
them and break up the movement. The Österreichische Rote Hilfe complained that
the suspects had been mistreated during their interrogations, placed in front of a hot
oven and then moved to a cold cellar. The Kriminalbeamte who conducted the interrogations denied this, stating that they had not abused or beaten anyone.46 The Ministry of Justice investigated and, relying only on the police’s statements, it concluded
that there had been no abuse, since only a small number of detainees had complained,
and none showed any traces of mistreatment.47
The introduction of an Austrofascist dictatorship brought broad and subtle
changes to the Viennese police. Following laws introduced between 1933 and 1935,
the police gained increased power to censor the press, shut down oppositional publications and radio broadcasts, and conduct house searches for weapons and propaganda.48 Individual rights were trampled. The police also played a role in destroying
44 Ibid., Korinek, Blz. 59, Niederschrift, 18 November 1935; Blz. 60, Niederschrift continued on 19 November
1935.
45 Ibid., Landl, Blz. 80, undated Niederschrift; Blz. 81, Niederschrift continued on 4 January 1936.
46 WStLA, LG I Vr 773/1936, Blz. 181, excerpt from Zeugenvernehmungsprotokoll, 13 May 1936, Dr. Josef
Auinger.
47 Dokumentationsarchiv des österreichischen Widerstandes (DÖW), 20690/51, Bundesministerium für Justiz,
39.440-4/36, 30 July 1936.
48 For a list of these decrees, which the Nazis retained and used after they took over in 1938, see: Weisz, Die Geheime Staatspolizei, Vol. 8, Part 2, 2-5.
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civil society and cultural institutions, especially those accused of having ties to the
Social Democratic Party. The Vaterländische Front also took an interest in supervising the political reliability of new hires into the police, and a number of new policemen came from the ranks of the Austrian army, so they did not have extensive experience with neighbourhood patrols or building relationships with people in the districts where they were assigned. These factors laid the groundwork for the conversion
into a Nazi police state that took place after March 1938, distinct from the Austrian
police under Austrofascism. While the latter had powerful tools of repression – expanded powers of search and detention, the power to open mail and seize publications, and the ability to confine persons in police jails and detention camps (through
the use of administrative law, not prejudicing second punishment by a criminal
court) – the police was not an independent power centre which made policy concerning labour, property, and population. The Nazi police had these powers, controlling slave labour (and punishing forced labourers who violated their ‘contracts’), systematically expropriating property from the Jewish population and shifting assets
into ‘Aryan’ hands, and deporting and exterminating ‘inferior races’. If the police
under Austrofascism was a ‘state guardian’, an enforcer of harsh laws, and a repressor
of opposition, under National Socialism it was all these things plus a formulator of
policy and an executor of social and biological engineering. Additionally, the Viennese police under Austrofascism exhibited limited power in two key situations: It
needed army intervention to suppress the socialist revolt in February 1934 and it
failed to protect the dictatorship in July 1934 (as a splinter group of Nazi police
helped plan and execute the putsch). The police did not have a unified self-concept
– in theoretical terms, it may not have been an “alienated subculture” in the sense of
the Berlin police in the Weimar period49 – because even though the Viennese police
was hated by the left and seen as weak by the Austrofascist right, the internal social
sinews within the force did not create a unified “us versus them” mentality. There
were fissures between Austrian authoritarians and Austrian Nazis and between Austrian authoritarians and former social democratic policemen who had escaped disciplinary purges and remained on the force.50 These went deeper than the instrumentalisation of the p olice for political purposes; the stationhouse culture became
divided and mistrusting.

The Police under National Socialism

ARTICLE

The Nazi transformation of the Austrian police in March 1938 was a multifaceted
process in which the German Nazis replaced Austrian security institutions with
ones built on German design, utilising Austrian minds and expertise, and converted the Austrian federal state into provinces of the ‘Third Reich’.51 To understand
these change, we must first examine the Nazi takeover of Austria in 1938, which
occurred due to three factors. First, local Austrian Nazis staged a “pseudo-revolu49 George Browder, Hitler’s Enforcers. The Gestapo and the SS Security Service in the Nazi Revolution, New York
1996, 17-18, 24.
50 I base this statement on certain Sicherheitswache who either claimed after the Second World War that they
had been social democrats or whose neighbours said they had been social democratically oriented. These policemen had remained on the force under Austrofascism and National Socialism, participating in deportation
transports but not joining the Nazi Party. See: LPDW, Personalakt Abramink, Oscar 587/48, St.Nr. 69/21; Personalakt Huber IV, Anton, St.Nr.857/20 (94/57); Personakt Seidler Rudolf, St.Nr.918/19 (119/49).
51 Franz Weisz, Die Geheime Staatspolizei, Staatspolizeileitstelle Wien 1938–1945, Organisation, Arbeitsweise
und personale Belange, (Dissertation), Vol. 4, Vienna 1991, 72-78.
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tion from below”, mobilising Nazi Party supporters and fellow travellers to demonstrate in favour of an ‘Anschluß’ and to undertake pogroms which went unchecked
by police. Second, there was a “quasi-legal seizure of power from above”, in which
Hitler’s government pressured the Austrian government until Chancellor Schusch
nigg voluntarily resigned. The Nazis then installed a new government under Arthur
Seyss-Inquart and used the authoritarian constitution of 1934 to legitimise their
position. The Nazi leadership purged the high bureaucracy of members of the Vaterländische Front as well as of Jewish Austrians, but preserved the higher civil service
in order to maintain a functioning administration. Third, the German Nazis secured the pseudo-revolution from below and the seizure of power from above by
inserting Reichsdeutsche – people from Germany proper – into positions of power,
including the police, while also preserving the Kriminalpolizei and the Sicherheits
wache, as they needed their support to maintain control. The external German intervention by German troops marching into Austria was a guarantee that these two
other quasi-revolutions would last.52 Next, the Nazis legitimised their seizure of
power and the annexation of Austria to Germany by changing Schuschnigg’s plan
for a popular referendum on whether Austria should remain independent into a referendum on whether Austria should be ‘reunited’ with Germany. After a propaganda campaign stressing economic recovery and the restoration of unemployment
benefits, 99 percent of Austrian voted in favour of ‘re-unification’ on 10 April 1938.53
The Nazi regime’s policy toward the Austrian police was centralisation, ideological indoctrination, and forced integration into the SS police state that Heinrich
Himmler and Reinhard Heydrich had developed in Germany by 1937.54 The Austrian State Police was not merely given a name change (the Gestapo) and shoe-horned
into the German Nazi organisational structure. Though the Nazis arrested some
State Police officials immediately and retained others for their skills and local
knowledge,55 Himmler ordered the creation of a new Gestapo main office in Vienna,
taking over the former State Police and the Generaldirektion für die öffentliche Sicherheit. The new Gestapo institution had a different set of tasks and its own organisational structure. It also had a different relationship to other state police offices in
Austria than had existed during the First World War, the First Republic, or the Austrofascist period. In Habsburg Austria and the First Republic, the state police was
subordinated to the Viennese Police Presidium (the office of the police president),
and the police as a whole was under the control of the Interior Ministry. Under Austrofascism, the Police Directorates were put under the direct control of the chancellor, with a secondary path of control over security affairs via the Security Directors,
one for each federal state. The State Police never controlled the police as a whole. On
18 March 1938, Himmler’s office issued instructions for the Organisation der Geheimen Staatspolizei in Österreich (Organisation of the Secret State Police in Austria).
The Secret State Police (the Gestapo) was authorised to give orders to Police Directorates, police commissariats (the district police stations), and gendarmerie posts. Vienna and other Austrian Gestapo offices would receive instructions from the Chief
52 Botz, Nationalsozialismus in Wien, 51, 147-151.
53 Botz attributed this wide approval to statements of support from Vienna’s Archbishop Theodor Innitzer and
social democratic statesman Karl Renner, the promise of special salary payments and the restoration of unemployment benefits, a multi-level, technically executed propaganda campaign stressing economic recovery,
pan-German nationalism, Jews as “internal enemies”, and a highly organised “get out the vote” campaign.
Ibid., 242-245.
54 In 1936, Himmler brought the separated political police offices in the different German states under his control and created a unified Gestapo for the Reich. Browder, Hitler’s Enforcers, 32-33.
55 Weisz, Die Geheime Staatspolizei, 36-39, 41.
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of the Security Police, which was organisationally subordinated to the main Gestapo
office in Berlin, and these offices were to report immediately any political police matters.56
Historians present differing views about the Gestapo. Franz Weisz presented a
thesis about the Gestapo as a whole for the Third Reich, plus an interpretation that
the Viennese Gestapo contained rivalries and problems in information flow that
threatened the cohesion of the Viennese office. The Gestapo, which began as the political police in Prussia in 1933, was not hemmed in by formal legal constraints (since
the laws and decrees creating it were intentionally vague) or by regional administrative authorities. With the creation of a Gestapo law on 10 February 1936 and the insertion of the Chief of the German Police (Himmler) into the Reichsministerium des
Inneren, the political police became “a foreign body in the apparatus of the internal
administration […] which wanted to change fundamentally the whole police organisation and [the highest police leadership’s] connections to the internal admin
istration”.57 The Gestapo became a dynamic institution, part of a permanent revolution. Claiming “legal state authority” for itself, it protected the Nazi leadership, enforced racial and work policies, repressed state opponents, and sought to ‘supervise’
the poor. Yet Weisz stressed the rivalries among different sub-departments in Vienna
and frictions between Vienna and Berlin to such a degree that it almost appears as
though the Gestapo was not effective – when in fact it was extremely effective, as well
as vicious. Perhaps in tracing the intricacies of arrests, file-handling, and reportwriting, one loses sight of the big picture.
Thomas Mang held that the Gestapo had unchecked power to repress thought and
speech in private spaces, not only overt criminal behaviour. Following Bernward
Dörner,58 he stated that its legal basis was the Gesetz gegen heimtückische Angriffe
auf Staat und Partei und zum Schutz der Parteiuniform (Law against Treacherous
Attacks on State and Party and for the Protection of Party Uniforms) of 20 December
1934, which the Nazis introduced into the ‘Ostmark’ on 23 January 1939.59 Using private denunciations and information from confidential informants, the Gestapo
probed into the most intimate areas of private life, arresting and interrogating alleged
perpetrators of “treacherous attacks against the state”. Compared to the State Police
in Vienna during the Habsburg period, the Viennese Gestapo was a larger bureaucracy. It had more extensive executive authority (often superior to that of government
administrators) and used more severe repressive measures, including torture, deportation to concentration camps, and murder. Although Mang viewed the ‘totalitarian’
system after 1938 as a new development, the Gestapo’s invasion into personal life, its
arbitrary use of deportations, and the creation of an in-depth filing system were not
new in Austrian history, because the political police and regular police, as part of the
Defensive Kundschaftsdienst, had used similar techniques during the First World
War. However, the scope and intensity of Nazi repression against state enemies were
many o rders of magnitude greater. The goals of repression were markedly different,
too – to guard the Reich against opponents and enforce racial and social policies –
whereas the goals during the First World War had been to protect the dynasty and the
territorial integrity of the empire and to prevent sabotage. Yet the Nazi system could
56 Bundesarchiv (Berlin-Lichterfelde), R48/241, Fiche 3, Frames 127-128, Abschrift. Organisation der Geh.
Staatspol. in Österreich, RdErl. d. RFSSuChdDtPol. im RMdI, v. 18.3.38 - SV 1 Nr. 120/38-151.
57 Weisz, Die Geheime Staatspolizei, 14.
58 Bernward Dörner, “Heimtücke”. Das Gesetz als Waffe. Kontrolle, Abschreckung und Verfolgung in
Deutschland 1933–1945, Paderborn 1998.
59 Mang, Gestapo-Leitstelle Wien, 43-45.
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draw on a psychological perspective that already existed in the minds of Austrian
policemen: Malicious, dangerous elements were always lurking in the population,
and minority groups could not be trusted. Although there were differences in the
German and Austrian police bureaucracies, Austrian police officials were already
skilled in processes of conducting background investigations, writing up records,
and saving all the information in files that could be later be researched.
The Viennese Gestapo issued executive instructions to the Kriminalpolizei and
other local police concerning “political policing” tasks, but its authority was not absolute. First, the Viennese Gestapo was subordinated to the main Gestapo office in
Berlin, which issued central orders and set policies.60 The Viennese Police Directorate no longer had the type of coordinating authority over other Austrian State Police offices that it had during the Habsburg era. Along with this new pathway of
policy and reporting, the Nazis gave the Austrian police carte blanche to conduct
house searches and confiscate property “outside of the heretofore set legal bound
aries”,61 according to a Security Police decree of 17 March 1938, which suspended all
civil liberties. This decree was the same as the one that the Nazis imposed in Germany following the arson attack on the German Reichstag in 1933 (the ‘Reichstagsbrandverordnung’ [Regulation of the Reich President for the Protection of People
and State]). It was one of the keystones of the Nazi dictatorship, used to eliminate
communist, socialist, and other forms of opposition. However, as mentioned in the
section on Austrofascism, the police in Austria already had tremendous power to
conduct searches, seize publications, and impose periods of arrest on persons “hostile to the state”. As already stated, the Nazis imposed their own centralised organisational structure, but they also changed the upper leadership and expanded the
categories of ideological enemies.
The first Viennese Gestapo chief was the former Munich police official, Franz
Josef Huber (skilled in the surveillance of the right-wing in Austria). He was a German who was childhood friends with Heinrich Müller, a Bavarian police official who
specialised in communist surveillance and headed the Gestapo Main Office’s Department of Interior Political Affairs since 1936, then was named inspector of the
Sicherheitspolizei in Austria in March 1938. Both had worked for the Gestapo Main
Office in Berlin and were trusted by Reinhard Heydrich, the head of that office since
April 1934.62 After a short transitional period in which different Gestapo branches
were located in the offices of the Police Presidium on Schottenring 11, and the offices
of the former Generaldirektion für die öffentliche Sicherheit were located in Herrengasse 7, the main headquarters were installed in the Hotel Métropole on the Morzinplatz. The Gestapo transformed the former hotel into a labyrinth of offices for its
many departments and jail cells for interrogation victims. The site represented repressive authority, terror, as well as uncertainty (for the families who visited there to
find out what happened to their spouses, siblings, and children).
On 20 July 1938, the police received instructions defining the Gestapo’s main
tasks in Austria: the suppression of Bolshevism, the surveillance of Jews and Jewish
60 On Huber’s biography, see ibid., 111-121. Müller was only inspector for a short time, becoming head of the
Gestapo Main Office in 1939. In the inspectorate position in Austria, he was succeeded by Franz Stahlecker,
and when Stahlecker left, Huber, already Gestapo chief, became the inspector as well.
61 BA, R58/256, Der Chef der Sicherheitspolizei, SV-1 Nr. 128, Erlaß, Staatspolizeiliches Einschreiten, 17 March
1938.
62 Heydrich later headed the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (RSHA), founded shortly after the invasion of Poland in
September 1939, which combined the Security Police (the Kriminalpolizei and Gestapo) with the Security
Service (the SD). Carston Dams/Michael Stolle, The Gestapo. Power and Terror in the Third Reich, translated
by Charlotte Ryland, Oxford 2014, 19.
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politics, the surveillance of right-wing opposition movements, the investigation of
corruption in the economy (including Jews who attempted to ‘conceal’ their capital),
the control of press affairs, and defence against espionage and treason.63 Groups of
internal enemies were assigned to individual bureaus of Gestapo Abteilung II: IIA
repressed left-wing movements (socialists and communists), IIB handled “worldview enemies” (including churches and Jews), and IIC surveilled non-left-wing political opponents (the former Christian Social Party, armed groups associated with
the Dollfuß-Schuschnigg regime, and Habsburg legitimists).64 Bureau IIE supervised large-scale expropriations of well-off Jews and political opponents; it also enforced the regulations of forced labourers and carried out the largest number of arrests in 1940/1941.65 Controlling the transfer of Jewish property to ensure that it was
taxed by the state and only went to approved buyers, not to the party-appointed
‘Kommissars’ was important to the regime in 1938/1939, while the control of forced
labour, used to replace German male workers sent to the front, grew in importance
from 1940 onwards.66 The purview of espionage was given to Gestapo Abteilung III,
though it had conflicts with the Sicherheitsdienst, whose bureaucrats handled foreign intelligence as well as domestic surveillance.67 The Viennese Gestapo obtained
its information through denunciations, confidential informants, and political prisoners, who under the extreme duress of torture were forced to reveal names of other
people. In some cases, the Gestapo wrote reports to create a pseudo-legal basis for the
state prosecutor to bring charges. A special court focusing on treason and crimes
“undermining military strength” (Wehrkraftsetzung) called the Volksgerichtshof
(People’s Court) was extended to Austria in June 1938. A comparative study of cases
in Austria and Hesse conducted by Wolfgang Form showed that there was a higher
number of investigations and a higher proportion of death sentences in Austria, indicating the effective power of the legal system in crushing resistance in Austria.68
The Gestapo regularly transferred prisoners to concentration camps, such as Dachau
and Mauthausen, without sending the case to a prosecutor, either because the evidence was too thin or Gestapo officials wanted to preserve the prisoners, such as
agents working with Allied parachutists, to exploit them for more information.69 The
Gestapo also sent resistance groups to Mauthausen directly for execution. For exam63 The instructions were contained in a three-page memo issued by the Reichsstatthalter-Landesregierung (presumably Arthur Seyss-Inquart’s office), the State Secretary for Security Affairs and Higher SS and Police
Leader (at this time Ernst Kaltenbrunner), and the inspector of the Sicherheitspolizei (during the summer of
1938 still Heinrich Müller). The text reminded the Vienna police that they were to report any political police
matters immediately to the local Gestapo office and that they were required to follow the Gestapo’s instructions (referring back to Himmler’s circular decree for Austria from 18 March 1938). It then repeated a short
passage from Nazi Germany’s third Gestapo Law from 10 February 1936 stating that the Gestapo’s task was to
investigate and combat all activities dangerous to the state in the entire territory of the state. Next, it listed the
types of state enemies it would combat, as well as types of activities it would suppress, including treason, attacks against the party and state, atrocity propaganda, attempts to build new parties and organisations, unauthorised possession of weapons, and misdemeanours against price freezes. See: LPDW, Normalien 1938, Tgb.
Nr. S II A 1 – 18/38g, Aufgabenbereich der Geheimen Staatspolizei, 20 July 1938.
64 WStLA, Vg 12 Vr 1223/47, Strafsache gegen Ebner, Karl, OrNr 54, Blz. 231, Geschäftsverteilungspläne der
Gestapo aufgest. v. Besch.; Weisz, Die Geheime Staatspolizei, 152-164.
65 Ibid., 329-350.
66 Botz, Nationalsozialismus in Wien, 317-323; Weisz, Die Geheime Staatspolizei, 346.
67 BA R58/827, Stabskanzlei I 11 Sche/Ld, Vermerk, 5 July 1938, especially 6-8. This Sicherheitsdienst memo
(probably authored by Walter Schellenberg) argued that the Gestapo’s organisation was outmoded and that it
should be replaced by a centralised bureau (run by the Sicherheitsdienst) that would gather and evaluate foreign and domestic intelligence about regime opponents. The author claimed that under the Gestapo system,
an event that warranted State Police investigation was recorded in 6 or 7 card index files, which was inefficient.
68 Cited in Wolfgang Neugebauer, The Austrian Resistance, 1938–1945, translated by John Nicholson and Eric
Canepa, Vienna 2014, 43-44.
69 Ibid., 38.
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ple, young communists and socialists, comprised of Viennese and Czechs living in
Vienna, were sent to Mauthausen and shot on 6 November 1941 as alleged members
of the Tschechische Sektion der KPÖ (Czech section of the Communist Party of
Austria). In the first four months of 1945, the Vienna and Linz Gestapo sent more
than 400 Austrians of all political orientations to Mauthausen, where 120 of them
were gassed.70
Vienna also lost its status as a capital city, which affected the authority of the police in the former country. Under Himmler’s system, Austria’s former Security Directorates were transformed into Gestapo offices, each with its own area of jurisdiction; they answered to the main Gestapo office in Berlin, not Vienna.71 The Viennese
Gestapo had jurisdiction over the City of Vienna, the territory of former Lower Austria, and the northern Burgenland (including the former capital, Eisenstadt). It also
controlled several satellite Gestapo offices in nearby cities (St. Pölten, Wiener Neustadt, und Znaim/Znojmo) and supervised the border police in charge of the Czech
and Hungarian borders (following the German occupation of the areas bordering
southern Moravia and Slovakia after the Munich Agreement).72 According to the
above-mentioned “Organisation of the Secret State Police in Austria” from 18 March
1938, the Viennese Gestapo was required to transmit Berlin’s instructions to other
Gestapo offices in Vienna and could request reports from them, but it was not their
commander.73 At a higher policy level was the Sicherheitsdienst (SD). In Germany,
the SD had been the intelligence-gathering service for the party, verifying the reliability of party members and officials. From 1934 to 1937 it engaged in a power struggle with the Gestapo to gather intelligence about internal enemies, but the two institutions also cooperated in efforts to force foreign Jews to leave Germany. After 1938,
the SD was able to carve out a place for itself as the architect of extreme population
policies (going far beyond the policy of emigration its intellectuals had supported in
the mid-1930s) by positioning itself as the office that could channel the most radical
wing of the Nazi Party.74 The role of the SD to set policy and issue instructions to
Vienna, which was then required to transmit and follow those instructions, is visible
in the SD’s orders to the Vienna Gestapo concerning the November Pogrom in 1938.
Heydrich, as head of the SD, ordered the Gestapo to instruct the regular police that
the latter should not prevent the ‘demonstrations’ against the Jews (actually preplanned SS grenade attacks against synagogues, and pre-planned looting and arrests
conducted by Nazi Party members). The regular police were instructed to take an
active role by seizing all the archives of the synagogues and arresting “as many Jews
in all districts – especially the rich – as can be accommodated in existing prisons”.75
The regular police, which had important, day-to-day interactions with people –
concerning denunciations, reports of crimes, and investigations of real and perceived
criminals – had its own organisational structure, yet it functioned as an integral part
of the whole. Once the Nazis took power, they tapped the Austrian Nazi and former
Security Bureau Director Otto Steinhäusl to be the police president, with authority
70 Hans Maršálek, Die Geschichte des Konzentrationslagers Mauthausen. Dokumentation, Vienna 2006 (originally published 1974), 190-191.
71 After 1939, the main Gestapo office became “Office IV: Investigating and Combating Opponents” in the
RSHA.
72 Weisz, Die Geheime Staatspolizei, 108-109.
73 BA, R48/241, Abschrift. Organisation der Geh. Staatspol. in Österreich.
74 Browder, Hitler’s Enforcers, 186-193.
75 Riots of Kristallnacht, Heydrich’s Instructions, Nov. 1938, in Yitzhak Arad/Israel Gutman/Abraham Margaliot (ed.), Documents on the Holocaust. Selected Sources on the Destruction of the Jews of Germany and
Austria, Poland, and the Soviet Union, Lincoln NE 1999, 102-104.
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over the Kriminalpolizei. He held this post from March 1938 until June 1940, when
he died. He was replaced by Leo Gotzmann, who had commanded the police’s
Alarmabteilung in the 1930s and helped plan the 1934 putsch. Similar to the preNazi periods, the Nazified Kriminalpolizei in Vienna had four directorates (administration, the criminal investigation inspectorates, the criminal records/wanted persons directorate, and the directorate that supervised the detectives and inspectorates
across Vienna’s 26 districts – five new districts had been created along with ‘Greater
Vienna’ in 1938).76 These had the autonomy to handle investigations of all types of
crimes and then prepare case files for murder, “moral crimes”, theft, and fraud, which
went to an investigating magistrate (who had the power to call and question wit
nesses, the same as in the pre-Nazi Austrian system). The Police President issued controlling orders to the Kriminalpolizei,77 but the detectives and inspectors also worked
with some autonomy in the framework of Nazi laws and policies.
The Viennese Sicherheitswache was taken over by the German Schutzpolizei,
which was organisationally subordinate to the Inspector of the Order Police. This
was a separate structure from the Inspector of the Security Police, which supervised
the Kriminalpolizei and Gestapo. The Viennese Schutzpolizei’s main office was still
located on Schottenring 11 and had its own commander (Oberst der Schutzpolizei
Pohlmeyer) and Chief of Staff (Oberstleutnant Butenop).78 Various power centres
used the Schutzpolizei to execute policy: the Gauleitung, the Inspector of the Order
Police, and the Police President all issued orders to the uniformed police. Prior to the
Nazi period, the Sicherheitswache had station houses in Vienna’s districts (which the
police organised into Rayons and Reviers); the Nazis expanded the Revier areas following the incorporation of formerly independent municipalities on the outskirts of
Vienna into an enlarged metropolis (‘Greater Vienna’). Reviers were organised into
different Group Commandos – Centre, South, West, and East. Police officers were
assigned a station house inside a Revier, and in 1941, when they were deployed into
military units (called Reserve Police Battalions) they had a specific commanding
officer in a Schutzpolizei-Abschnittskommando (SAK). Uniformed police officers
were able to keep their jobs under National Socialism if they were ‘indifferent’ to the
‘system regime’ (the Austrofascist government), ‘nationally oriented’ (meaning they
were pan-German nationalists), or had protected Nazis during the ‘illegal period’.
They did not have to be Nazis themselves, though a small proportion applied and
joined during the war, either because they believed in the ideology or wanted the
material advantages, such as promotions.79 In 1938, a special staff, called the Illegal76 Handbuch Reichsgau Wien, Vol. 63/64, Vienna 1941, 677.
77 For examples, see: LPDW, Normalien 1939, Staatliche Kriminalpolizei, Rundverfügung, Zl. I B 167/39, 14
March 1939, Fahndung nach flüchtigen Angehörigen der Wehrmacht, des Reichsarbeitsdienstes, der SS-Verfügungstruppe, der Totenkopfverbände und Dienstverpflichteten; and Der Polizeipräsident in Wien, Rundverfügung, II 3000/39, 11 September 1939, Betrifft: Internierung bez. Meldepflicht von Ausländern. The first
decree specified the rules that a particular inspectorate had to follow when sending out information to search
for army deserters. The second detailed that all British male citizens between ages 15 and 65 had to be arrested
and transferred to internment camps, while all British women (including those from British colonies) had to
report twice weekly to their local police station, or they would also be interned.
78 Butenop took over this position on 26 October 1939, having previously been on the staff of the Inspekteur der
Ordnungspolizei Wien. WStLA, 2.5.1.9. A1.32 (Schutzpolizei Wien), Kommando der Schutzpolizei, Betrifft:
Offizierstellenbesetzung, 2a-3160, 25 October 1939.
79 For an ideological example, see the case of Josef Tremer (1907–1978), a former Bundesheer soldier who joined
the police in 1935. He joined the Nazi Party on 1 October 1940 and the SS on 20 December 1941 with the rank
of Obersturmführer (LPDW, Personalakt Tremer Josef, St.Nr.542/36 [300/52], Polizeidirektion Wien, Abt. I,
I-1148/598/48 res, Aktenvermerk, 7 March 1949). Although he claimed after the war that his SS rank was merely equivalent to his police rank, other facts in his case reveal his ideological commitment. He attended the officer’s training school at Fürstenfeldbruck, a necessary step for policemen who wanted to enter the middleranks of the Sicherheitspolizei, ibid., OrNr 4, “Mein Lebenslauf”, 5 January 1946. He was chosen to be the
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isierungsstab (Paul Batzelt, Ernst Schwertführer, and Stefan Rudorfer in the Police
Presidium), evaluated the political backgrounds of police officers, sometimes falsifying their biographies to show that they had supported the Nazi Party during the illegal period or stood close to its views. They issued 500 to 600 confirmations of Nazi
Party and SS memberships, backdating memberships, which were then approved by
police official and putschist Franz Kamba, who worked in the personnel department
of the Vienna Gauleitung.80 The Nazi Party tried to rebuild the Gersthof 2 group by
inviting Nazi policemen to register again in May 1938.81
Austrian criminal law was maintained in certain respects, but in August 1940, the
Nazi regime replaced parts of Austrian criminal law with sections of German law,
for example relating to the police’s power of arrest: Persons could henceforth be arrested if they endangered society because they might commit future crimes. This
would supposedly protect the Nazi racial community, according to the ideologicalcriminological theory. Judges were also allowed to “rule by analogy”, meaning that if
there was not a criminal law directly corresponding to the actions of the accused, the
judge could interpret a similar law according to the “healthy common sense of the
people”.82 This was a völkisch transformation of criminal law that concentrated on
the supposed inclinations of the perpetrator (what the person might do in the future)
rather than on crimes that the person had already committed. The system therefore
stood in clear opposition to the ideas of the Enlightenment school, which argued that
criminal law should protect underlying individual rights, as well as the nineteenthcentury school of “protected legal interest”, in which legislators contended that the
state had a legal interest in protecting society’s welfare by creating “police law”
(Polizeirecht) that dealt with offenses against morality and decency. The Nazi system
imposed in Germany and Austria made its central principle the elimination of “dangerous elements to the community”, which were defined by racial pseudo-science
and criminological theories based on biological determinism.83
Although some Kriminalbeamte when trying to get readmitted to the police after
the Second World War claimed that they were never involved in anything political,
trying moreover to draw a clear line between the Kriminalpolizei (as a “purely crime-
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transport leader of policemen from the 1st Reserve Police Company East who guarded a train of 993-1,000 Jews
deported from Vienna to Theresienstadt on 10 July 1942. Yad Vashem Archives (YVA), O.51, Nazi Documentation, File No. 88, Item No. 36855621, Folio 50, 1.Res.Pol.Komp.Ost, Wien, 9 July 1942, Betrifft: Evakuierungs
transport n. Theresienstadt, Doc. 49; ibid., I-2502/42, Wien, 9 July 1942, 1. Vermerk. See also: Alfred B. Gottwaldt/Diana Schulle, Die “Judendeportationen” aus dem deutschen Reich von 1941–1945. Eine kommentierte
Chronologie, Wiesbaden 2005, 297. Franz Stawa (1902–1970) represents a case of a policeman who may have
applied to the Nazi Party to keep his job or seek a promotion. Stawa joined the police in 1920 but was only
promoted to Rayonsinspektor on 31 July 1934. He applied to join the Nazi Party in July 1938, claiming after the
war that he did this to keep his job and that he only kept paying party dues because he feared that if he stopped,
he would be terminated or sent to a concentration camp. LPDW, Personalakt Stawa Franz, St.Nr.525/20
(98/61), OrNr 6, Zum Fragebogen Punkt 14. His case is unusual because he was rejected by the party in 1943
– not due to political reasons, but because the local Gau leader said: “His public reputation is not boosted by
his casual control over the reins of his marriage.” Ibid., OrNr. 24, Gauakt Nr. 127282.
Weisz, Umstellung. See the case of Karl Bilek as an example of a police applicant who acquired fake documents
to prove he had been in the SA since January 1938. Vg 2f Vr 4727/45, Bilek, Karl, Hauptverhandlung, Blz. 131;
Urteil, Blz. 141-142.
LPDW, Normalien, 1938, Erfassung der N.S. Polizeibeamten, Pr.Z.I-196/1938, 20 May 1938.
LPDW, Normalien, 1940, Staatliche kriminalpolizei-kriminalpolizeileitstelle Wien, KPL. I B 55/3/1940, Österreichisches Strafrecht; Angleichung an das Reichsrecht, 28 August 1940. This introduced Paragraph 2 of
the Reichsstrafgesetzbuch and replaced sections of the Austrian code of criminal procedure dealing with arrest (Paragraph 175, öst. StPO) with the Reich code of criminal procedure (RStPO), Paragraphs 112, 113, and
127.
Thomas Vormbaum/Michael Bohlander (ed.), A Modern History of German Criminal Law, translated by
Margaret Hiley, Heidelberg 2014, 47-56, 172-185.
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fighting police”) and the Gestapo (as a repressive political police),84 the Kriminalpolizei enforced the Nazi regime’s policies concerning forced labour and racial engineering. During the First World War, the State Police had sent “politically suspicious”
civilians and military deserters to internment camps, but during the Nazi period, the
regular police’s involvement in controlling the movement of forced labourers was
greater. During the Second World War (specifically in 1941), the Gestapo (Referat II
E) wrested control of the “worker re-education” facility at Oberlanzendorf in the
twenty-third district from the Vienna municipal government, whose Asozialkommission intended to send Germans from the Reich proper there, who refused to
work or were considered ‘burdens’ on the social welfare system. The Gestapo instead
used the facility to imprison and exploit foreign workers.85 The Kriminalpolizei and
the Schutzpolizei controlled where foreign workers could go and when they could
use public transportation, even before forced labourers were transferred to Oberlanzendorf. In 1940, the Reichstatthalterei (the office of the governor of Vienna) decreed that Polish forced labourers (who were working in civilian enterprises) had to
display a “P” on their clothes and needed police passes to ride on trains. These workers were assigned to work sites and their movements were circumscribed. In 1941,
the Deutsche Reichsbahn-Reichsbahndirektion Wien notified police that Polish
workers were violating these rules, so the police president at the time (Gotzmann)
sent an order to the Kriminalpolizei offices reminding them to check workers’ passes.86 In May 1942, Gotzmann ordered the Schutzpolizei to arrest Polish workers who
did not have the necessary residency permits or travel passes. They were to be transferred to the Kriminalpolizei. If the worker was also not wearing the “P”, then the
worker was to receive an administrative penalty and, after that, was sent to the Kriminalpolizei for additional punishment.87 In 1943, punishment measures against
forced labourers who illegally rode trains or who escaped from their work sites in the
Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia were increased. Gotzmann, “after consulting
84 See the case of Johann Zwettler, WStLA, 2.5.1.8 A1-24, Kriminalbeamtenreferat [KBR], Zwettler Johann. Postwar, Zwettler claimed that he had only carried out regular criminal police duties, not political ones, during the
Nazi period. Born 22 February 1915 in Eggenberg, Steiermark, Zwettler joined the Viennese Kriminalpolizei
in 1940 and then worked in two inspectorates (including missing persons and “Abortion, Homosexuality and
Race Defilement”) until the Sicherheitsdienst deployed him in September 1944 to Verona, Italy and then to
Padua. KBR Zwettler, Geheime Staatspolizei- Stapoleitstelle Wien, Nachrichten-Übermittlung, FS.-Nr. 33995,
25 August 1944 (Abschrift), OrNr 53. Verona had an Italian concentration camp for Jews, established by the
fascist Italian Social Republic, while in the Padua province, there was the Chiesanuova concentration camp
(for Yugoslav civilians and military personnel), which was taken over by the Germans after the Italian
armistice in September 1943. United States Holocaust Memorial Museum Encyclopedia of Camps and Ghettos, 1933–1945, Vol. 3, Camps and Ghettos under European Regimes Aligned with Nazi Germany, Bloomington, IN 2018, 416, 474. Zwettler’s exact activities are unknown, and he claimed he was involved in regular police activities in Italy, without giving specifics. KBR Zwettler, Niederschrift, aufgenommen am 28 January
1946 im Pol.Koat. Währing, OrNr. 14, 3. He returned to Vienna in October 1945 but was ultimately rejected in
1950 for reinstatement in the police because he had never been an employee of the Austrian state. Ibid., Bundes-Polizeidirektion Wien KR Vb/231/50/Eb, 22 May 1950. The police were suspicious of him, noting that he
had applied to the SS in October 1939 and had been deployed by the SD to Italy. Ibid., Kriminalbeamtenreferat
to Generaldirektion für die öffentliche Sicherheit, Zl.Pers. 679/47, 25 April 1947. In fact, he admitted to wearing an SD uniform in Vienna. Ibid., Niederschrift, 28 January 1946, OrNr. 14, 2. Additionally, the SD stated in
an evaluation in 1940 that he had held pro-Nazi views during the ‘Systemzeit’. Ibid., Sicherheitsdienst des
Reichsführers-SS, SD-Leitabschnitt Wien, II A 4, PA 13 262/39, 14 March 1940, OrNr 30.
85 Josef Prinz, Erziehung zur Arbeit – Arbeit durch Erziehung? Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Arbeitserziehungslagers Oberlanzendorf bei Wien 1940–1945, in: Willibald Rosner/Gertrude Langer-Ostrawsky (ed.),
Forschungen zur NS-Zeit in Niederösterreich 1938–1945. Beiträge zur Zeitgeschichte aus den Jahren 2001–
2006, St. Pölten 2007, 192-206.
86 LPDW, Normalien 1941, II 30 12/41, Unerlaubte Benützung der Reisezüge durch die Polen, 28 March 1941.
87 LPDW, Normalien, 1942, II 20.45/42, Behandlung der im Reich eingesetzten Zivilarbeiter und Arbeiterinnen
polnischen Volkstums, 14 May 1942. 240 copies were sent to the Schutzpolizei command for further distribution, showing that they were involved in enforcement.
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with the participating offices”, decreed that workers from the Protectorate who travelled to Vienna without a valid pass should be punished,88 after which the prisoner
would be taken back to the police jail and transferred to the gendarmerie command
in Brünn/Brno.89 The police were also supposed to investigate whether the worker
had broken his/her work contract (even if the worker had not violated the travel
rules). If so, the worker was to be transferred to the Oberlanzendorf labour camp on
the orders of the Viennese Gestapo.90 Thus, regular police were charged with handling the enforcement of the forced labour system, which under certain cases could
mean transfer to a camp under Gestapo control.
The Kriminalpolizei also investigated Jews and non-Jews accused of ‘race defilement’ (sexual intercourse between Jews and non-Jews, which the Nazis said damaged the ‘German race’ by diluting its purity). For example, the ‘morals’ department
(Inspectorate IIB, Sittlichkeitsverbrechen) built a case against a man named Leopold
Spielmann, a retired scaffold worker who had converted from Judaism to Catholicism in 1914. He was accused in 1940 of having sex with a married non-Jewish
woman named Rosa Zimmerman, who lived in the fourteenth district.91 Police
learned about the case from a zealous low-level Nazi Party official who complained
that Zimmerman was loudly arguing about the matter with her landlady; the official
also complained that the landlady’s daughter (defined as ‘Aryan’) had gotten pregnant by having sex with a Chinese textile dealer.92 Police determined that the latter
claim was false,93 but forced Spielmann to admit that he had had sexual relations
with Zimmerman, rubbing his genitals against her thighs until orgasm (without
having intercourse).94 Zimmerman, fearing prosecution, said that she had jumped
out of bed when Spielmann had approached her, but the landlady claimed she had
heard the couple having sex, and the landlady’s daughter and her friend told police
that they had watched the couple through a window.95 After Spielmann’s trial, the
court determined the couple had had a sexual relationship before the Nazis came to
power, but it was not proven that they had had intercourse in 1940; nevertheless, it
convicted him of attempting to engage in “racially shameful sex with a married
woman” and sentenced him to one year in prison.96 He was actually sent to a work88 The basis for punishing the worker who travelled without a valid pass was the Paßstrafverordnung of 27 May
1942 (RGBl. I, No. 57, p. 348-350), which gave the police the latitude to impose a monetary fine, arrest, jail time,
or prison.
89 LPDW, Normalien, 1943, II 20.38/43, Protektoratsarbeiter, Behandlung illegal zugereister, 5 May 1943.
90 Ibid.
91 WStLA, 2.3.4, Landesgericht für Strafsachen, A12, LG II, Vr 2417/40, Leopold Israel Spielmann. Strafanzeige,
II B 2-4520/40, 4 October 1940, OrNr 2. Spielmann, born in 1871 in the Burgenland, was Jewish until August
1914, when he converted to Catholicism and then married a Catholic woman, who was originally from Hungary but was living in Vienna when she got married. They had three children and apparently were still married
during the time Spielmann was prosecuted. He told police that Rosa Zimmerman was a distant cousin of his
wife, and he had known her since his youth. In the police’s Strafanzeige, see: BlZ. 20-21, II. Zur Sache. See also
his baptismal certificate and marriage certificate in the file.
92 Ibid., BlZ. 7, Kreisleiter Pangerl (Kreisleitung VII) to Leiter der Kripoleitstelle, oVII/K/A, 3 September 1940.
93 After questioning the landlady’s daughter (Auguste Pospischil), police learned that she had gotten pregnant
with a Catholic Austrian who had been drafted into the Wehrmacht. See: Kriminal-Assistant Kanick’s comment at the bottom of Ibid., BlZ. 16.
94 Ibid., statement of Spielmann, BlZ. 20-21.
95 Ibid., Niederschrift aufgenommen mit Rosa Zimmermann, 25 September 1940, BlZ. 15-16; Niederschrift aufgenommen mit Aloisia Pospischil [the landlady], 19 September 1940, BlZ. 12; Niederschrift aufgenommen
mit Leopoldine Küttner [Auguste Pospischil’s friend], 3 October 1940, BlZ. 13-14.
96 Ibid., Urteil, 20 January 1941, OrNr 19, Blz 78-79. The court also decided that Spielmann was ‘racially’ Jewish
because he stated that his parents were Jewish, although he had no documents showing their religion or birthplace, while Zimmermann was ‘German-blooded’, even though she was born out of wedlock and did not
know her father. Compare Vernehmung des Beschuldigten, Leopold Spielmann, OrNr. 4, BlZ. 30, 12 October
1940, with the Zeugenvernehmung, Rosa Zimmerman, 28 October 1940, OrNr 7, BlZ. 48.
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house in Göllersdorf until October 1941, before being transferred to the Gestapo,
which examined his court judgment and deported him to Dachau in January 1942.97
He died there six months later.98 The case illustrates that the police did not simply
follow non-ideological criminal laws concerning property and personal safety, separate from Nazi policy. The Kriminalpolizei acted on the Nazi Party functionary’s
denunciation, probed the intimate lives of individuals, and recorded accounts (the
landlady and her daughter) that were used at trial to convict Spielmann. Had the
police not filed a case with the public prosecutor, he would not have been convicted
and sent to a workhouse. By the time the Gestapo got involved, deciding he should be
sent to a concentration camp, the police and the legal system had already condemned
him. They therefore played a critical role in enforcing this system.
Several police agencies also collaborated to organise and carry out deportations of
Jews and Roma from Austrian territory between 1939 and 1943. Scholars have debated whether Eichmann’s Zentralstelle or Huber’s Gestapo had the main decisionmaking power and whether they developed their own plans or carried out orders
from the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (RSHA) in Berlin.99 It is important to stress the
various roles and interlocking responsibilities of different agencies – not just the
aforementioned two. The Zentralstelle planned deportations by establishing the
timetables and arranging for train transport; it also pressured the Vienna Israelite
Community (Israelitische Kultusgemeinde, IKG) to liquidate its property to fund
the costs of deportation. The Gestapo arrested Jews and seized their property; its officials, alongside members of the Zentralstelle and the Gauleitung, set the policies of
who should be deported (and who was entitled to exceptions). The Kriminalpolizei
checked the papers of persons who were required to emigrate before certain deadlines.100 The Schutzpolizei guarded the trains sending deportees to transit camps,
ghettos in Eastern Europe, and extermination centres.
The higher-level policies were developed in stages: Eichmann and his staff in Referat IV B 4 (in the Sicherheitsdienst) worked on a plan in the autumn of 1939 to deport Jews from Vienna, Kattowitz/Katowice, and Ostrava to a planned ‘Jewish reservation’ in Nisko, Poland (the ‘Nisko Operation’), which resulted in five transports.
Eichmann also worked out plans to expel Poles and Jews from Polish territory that
was annexed to Nazi Germany, with several of these transports occurring in early
1940.101 In July 1940, following the defeat of France, Eichmann was so confident in
his ability to organise deportations that he demanded that the head of the IKG, Joseph Löwenherz, should draw up a plan for “a total solution to the Jewish question”,
encompassing four million Jews. Löwenherz initially declined, telling Eichmann
that the IKG needed concrete locations and state financial aid, but Eichmann insist97 Ibid., Mittelung des Abganges eines Gefangenen oder Verwahrten, Strafgegangen-Abteilung Göllersdorf,
4 October 1941, BlZ. 87; Geheime Staatspolizei to Landgericht Wien, B.Nr. 5795/41-II B/J., 29 October 1941,
BlZ. 89
98 DÖW, Datenbank Gestapo-Opfer, Leopold Spielmann (born 24 December 1871).
99 Hans Safrian, Eichmann’s Men, translated by Ute Stargardt, New York 2010, 110, stated that Eichmann “personally managed the negotiations with the responsible institutions at the target locations”, concluding that
the RHSA and Eichmann’s office centrally planned the deportation and murder process. Mang, GestapoLeitstelle Wien, 257-262, concluded that in Vienna, Gauleiter Schirach was the main instigator, starting in the
autumn of 1940, behind the deportation of Vienna’s Jews, and Gestapo Chief Huber worked out the operational plans in early 1941.
100 LPDW, Normalien 1938, Überwachung der Auswanderung der Juden, B.f.O. 334, 15 July 1938. On 25-27 May
1938, 2,000 persons had been arrested on Gestapo orders and transported to Dachau. Doron Rabinovici,
Eichmann’s Jews. The Jewish Administration of Holocaust Vienna, 1938–1945, translated by Nick Somers,
Cambridge 2011, 45.
101 Safrian, Eichmann’s Men, 50-63.
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ed on the basic outline of a plan, so Löwenherz submitted one under duress.102 Eichmann could not realise his vision at this time. The RSHA’s plan to deport European
Jewry to the French colony of Madagascar depended on the outcome of diplomatic
negotiations with the collaborationist Vichy regime, but ultimately Germany could
not organise large-scale sea transports because the British Navy stood in the way.103
Although Eichmann had accelerated forced emigration with an “assembly line process” – creating the Zentralstelle, which supervised the liquidation of property and
the arrangement of visas – the process in Vienna was in no way smooth or efficient
for the refugees. During the autumn of 1940, random arrests of Jews continued and
Jews continued to be evicted from their apartments. The IKG had to negotiate with
host countries that might agree to take in Jews, but also plead with Eichmann’s Zentralstelle for funds to pay for emigration to Shanghai and South America.104 Starting
on 15 October 1940, Jews had to apply for special ID cards at an office on the Taborstraße and, starting on 1 November, all food coupons issued to Jews were marked
with the word “Jew”.105 The police were instructed to check all registered addresses
before approving ration cards, adding an additional control in the system that allowed the Zentralstelle to check addresses for later forced expulsion.106 During this
same period in the autumn of 1940, Gauleiter Baldur von Schirach lobbied Hitler to
remove Vienna’s 60,000 Jews (arguing that he needed to solve a ‘housing emergency’
for ‘Aryans’) and Hitler approved this plan.107 In November, when Löwenherz discussed the ongoing harsh apartment evictions with SS-Obersturmführer Alois
Brunner, the latter told him that ‘resettlement’ was not just occurring in Vienna, but
across the whole Reich and Protectorate, so it was pointless to appeal to the Nazi
governor and request a change in policy. Brunner demanded that the IKG provide
twenty people who would ‘help’ with apartment evictions, and though Löwenherz
refused, Brunner, who had the upper hand, got his way. Löwenherz then made an
important trip to Lisbon to try to arrange monthly emigration to Portugal for Jews
from Germany, Austria, and the Protectorate, which would be partly funded by the
American Joint Distribution Committee, with additional funds coming from the
IKG. But the Zentralstelle controlled the purse strings, and the IKG’s funds, based on
the assets that the Zentralstelle had forced the IKG to liquidate, were dwindling.
Löwenherz appealed to another Zentralstelle official, Hans Günther, on 23 January
1941, telling him that there were rumours of deportations and that if they happened,
the Joint Distribution Committee would not support the emigration plan. Günther
lied, stating he knew nothing about deportations.108 A week later, on 1 February
1941, Karl Ebner, the chief of the Gestapo department dealing with Jewish affairs,
summoned Löwenherz to the Gestapo headquarters on the Morzinplatz to tell him
that 10,000 people would be ‘resettled’ to the General Government by train, starting
on 15 February 1941 and continuing weekly until May.109 The Zentralstelle and
102 Vg 12 Vr 1223/47, Strafsache gegen Ebner Karl, I. Band, Löwenherz report, 15-16. Another copy of the report,
with different pagination, is in Vg Vr 1866/1946, Rixinger Johann, I. Band, OrNr 26, BlZ. 149-216.
103 Christopher Browning/Jürgen Matthäus, The Origins of the Final Solution. The Evolution of Nazi Jewish
Policy, September 1939–March 1942, London 2004, 86-88.
104 Löwenherz report, 18-19.
105 Ibid., 17.
106 LPDW, Normalien 1940, Der Polizeipräsident in Wien, II 1202/40, Erfassung der Juden bei der polizeilichen
Anmeldung, Erteilung von Meldebestätigungen für den Bezug von Lebensmittelkarten durch Juden, 15 October 1940.
107 Safrian, Eichmann’s Men, 55-56, 67-71; Thomas Mang, “Gestapo-Leitstelle Wien, mein Name ist Huber”. Wer
trug die lokale Verantwortung für den Mord an den Juden Wiens?, Münster 2004, 207-215.
108 Löwenherz report, 18-20.
109 Ibid., 20-22.
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Gestapo each had their domains: the Zentralstelle would choose the families who
had to emigrate, while the Gestapo would seal their apartments, take their keys, list
their assets, and liquidate them.110 The money, Ebner said, would be used to cover
“resettlement costs”.111 Eleven days later, on 12 February 1941, Brunner (from the
Zentralstelle), Ebner (from the Gestapo), and Henrich Laube (the business leader
of the Gauleitung in Vienna) discussed the rules for how to handle disabled Jewish
war veterans and couples in mixed marriages – deciding that the veterans would be
examined by a police doctor to see if they were ‘fit’ enough for deportation, while
‘Aryan’ women would be encouraged to divorce their Jewish husbands, who would
then be deported.112 This again shows that the SD, the Gestapo, and the Gauleitung
were coordinating plans.
The following day, 13 February 1941, Police President Gotzmann issued a circular
memo from Huber, the Gestapo Chief, stating that the Viennese Jews were to be
‘evacuated’ to the General Government on 15 February 1941.113 Mang claimed that
this was a clear set of instructions from Huber to the Zentralstelle,114 but a closer examination of the police order suggests otherwise. The order indicates that Huber was
issuing instructions to the police (via Gotzmann) to prevent Jews in Vienna from
being able to leave, because 240 copies of Gotzmann’s memo were sent to the
Schutzpolizei offices. The memo also included an example copy of an authorisation
form, to be signed by a representative of Brunner’s office, that any Jew would need in
order to leave Vienna. The police were instructed to arrest persons who did not have
this form and transfer them to a former school in the Castellezgasse, which was
being used as a detention centre before Jews were deported by train. This indicates
that the Zentralstelle had the authority to determine who could leave the area. Overall, this meant that the Zentralstelle and Gestapo were cooperating, with local police
acting as enforcement agents. It does not prove that Huber alone, without consulting
with the RSHA, made the decision to begin deportations.
According to plan, five transports left Vienna, deporting Viennese Jews to rural
towns in the General Government, where they either died due to malnutrition or
were sent to labour camps (and then were later murdered in extermination centres.)
After these five, the deportation process stopped – either because the authorities had
to deal with persons who had changed their addresses115 or because the German
military required trains for the upcoming invasion of the Soviet Union.116
Following the invasion, local Ordnungspolizei units took the initiative to exterminate partisans, Soviet commissars, and Jewish males in Tilsit and Białystok, and
then Wehrmacht and special SD murder squads (the Einsatzgruppen) were deployed
to undertake mass exterminations in occupied Soviet territory under the justification that these were security measures. Decisions by local commanders were approved by the RSHA, sometimes after the fact, which only later developed formal
policies over a series of months in the summer of 1941.117 Plans to deport the rest of
110 Ibid., 21, point 5.
111 Ibid., point 6.
112 Andrea Löw (ed.), Deutsches Reich und Protektorat Böhmen und Mähren. September 1939–September 1941,
Vol. 3, Die Verfolgung und Ermordung der europäischen Juden durch das nationalsozialistische Deutschland
1933–45, Munich 2012, Dok. 150, 392-394.
113 LPDW, Normalien 1941, Der Polizeipräsident, II 5220-41, Evakuierung von Juden aus Wien in das Generalgouvernement, 13 February 1941.
114 Mang, Gestapo-Leitstelle Wien, 251.
115 Rabinovici, Eichmann’s Jews, 103.
116 Safrian, Eichmann’s Men, 70.
117 Browning/Matthäus, The Origins of the Final Solution, 250-261.
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European Jewry to Soviet territory could not be realised due to the Wehrmacht’s
need for train transports, as well as the fact that the Germans’ lightning campaign
had not brought quick victory against the Soviets as planned. In September, Hitler
authorised the deportation of Jews from the Greater German Reich to ghettos in the
east (Łódż/Litzmannstadt, Riga, and Minsk), with the possibility of deporting them
again to points further east later, changing his earlier plans to complete the ‘racial
cleansing’ of Europe after the end of the war. This change in plans may have occurred
because pressures had built up in the General Government, whereby local administrators feared the outbreaks of epidemics in Jewish ghettos (which could affect German troops). Moreover, Governor General Hans Frank was looking for a way to rid
his area of Jews and Poles, agreeing to impose death sentences on any Jews caught
outside their ghettos. The Higher SS and Police Leader for the Lublin District, the
Austrian Odilo Globocnik, proposed the creation of an extermination camp, outfitted with fixed gas installations, to Himmler in October, having brought technical
personnel from the Nazis’ ‘euthanasia’ programme to the district in September.
Himmler approved this programme, and construction on the extermination centre
at Belzec began on 1 November 1941.118
Vienna enters the picture because in September, Himmler wanted to proceed
with plans to deport Jews living in the Reich and the Protectorate, so Eichmann’s
office developed plans to deport 60,000 Jews from Vienna, Berlin, and Prague to the
Łódż/Litzmannstadt ghetto – as well as 5,000 Roma from the Burgenland in Austria,
including people detained in the Lackenbach concentration camp, which was operated by the police.119 Himmler and the head of the Ordnungspolizei, Kurt Daluege,
agreed that the Schutzpolizei would guard these train transports and ensure that no
one escaped. These plans were partially realised (five Jewish transports and five
Roma transports were sent to the Łódż/Litzmannstadt ghetto) with horrible consequences. Thousands of Jews were deported from Łódż to Chelmno in January 1942
and murdered in mobile gas vans,120 while the Roma, more than half of whom were
children, either died from typhus or were gassed.121 In another turn of the wheel toward extermination, local authorities in Łódż objected to more deportees, leading
the SD Referat IV B 4 to propose sending Jewish deportees to Riga and Minsk, both
part of the Nazi-controlled Reichskommissariat Ostland, where the Einsatzgruppen
planned to put them in camps and exploit them for forced labour.122 When the civil
administration in the Ostland learned in October that the RSHA planned to deport
Central European Jews, they did not want them; they had already ghettoised their
local Jewish populations and were working them to death. The Einsatzgruppen ‘solution’ in Minsk was to murder Belorussian Jews to ‘make room’ for incoming Central
European Jews. After seven transports, the Wehrmacht opposed continuing them,
stating that “more intelligent” German Jews in these transports would incite the local
population to revolt. Transports (including Jews from Germany, Vienna, and Bres
lau) were therefore rerouted to Kovno/Kaunas, where they were executed by Einsatzgruppen. All this was determined by the decisions of local Einsatzgruppen commanders, including a decision to execute the native Jewish population in Riga to
‘make space’ for new transports from Central Europe.123 By early 1942, the Nazis in
118		 Ibid., 352-363.
119		 Safrian, Eichmann’s Men, 84-90.
120 Rabinovici, Eichmann’s Jews, 104.
121 Gerhard Baumgartner, “Zigeunerlager Lackenbach”. Liste der identifizierten Opfer 13.11.2010, Vienna 2010, 10.
122 Safrian, Eichmann’s Men, 89-90.
123 Ibid., 91-111.
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Riga and Minsk used gas vans to murder persons unfit for work. Reich authorities on
the highest level then met with Heydrich at the Wannsee Conference in January
1942 to work out operational details for an overall deportation and extermination
plan. On 31 January 1942, Eichmann issued a fundamental set of instructions to all
State Police offices in the Altreich (Germany proper) and Vienna, stating the categories of Jews to be deported and ordering the State Police offices to prepare lists of
persons who met these criteria. This controlling order set the wheels in motion for
the major waves of deportation that followed in 1942.124
Deportations in Vienna were carried out in the spring of 1942 to Izbica in the
General Government. The victims were later killed at Belzec, where gassing operations began in March 1942, and at Sobibor, where routine mass murder by gas began
in May 1942. Additional transports were sent from Vienna to the Theresienstadt
ghetto in the Protectorate, which served as a transit camp until the victims were later
deported to the extermination centre at Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland. Furthermore, in 1942, there were additional transports from Vienna to Minsk and Maly
Trostinec, a former collective farm outside of Minsk. These Jewish victims were either shot, or a portion were used as slave labour, while the rest were killed in mobile
gas vans.125 In October 1942, large-scale deportations from Vienna, having decimated the community, ceased, and the Zentralstelle bureaucrats were sent to Berlin. The
IKG was officially dissolved in November and was replaced by a “Council of Elders”.
Yet deportations did not stop entirely at this point. In fact, police records show that
there were additional deportations to Theresienstadt between January and June 1943
and two deportations to Auschwitz in March 1943.126 These deportations were
smaller than previous ones – but no less deadly for the victims, identified in the Yad
Vashem database as Austrian Jews, Romanian Jews, Hungarian Jews, and stateless
Jews.127 In post-war testimony to an Austrian court, Max Weiss, the former head of
the IKG’s technical department, stated that there were only 130-150 ‘full Jews’ (meaning not ‘mixed’) left in Vienna in 1945.128
Policemen were chosen to guard deportation transports by the Reserve Police
Battalions to which they were assigned. In Vienna, these battalions were formed in
124 Gottwaldt/Schulle, Die “Judendeportationen”, 138-146.
125 Gottwaldt and Schulle stated that the people in this transport were shot, based on a report from the SS-
Unterscharführer, who described digging pits for four days, which were then filled by the bodies of the Jews
arriving on 11 May. Ibid., 237-238. Safrian, Eichmann’s Men, 126, argued that eighty persons went to Maly
Trostinec as slave labourers, while the rest were murdered in gas vans, as were the persons transported from
Vienna on 20 and 27 May 1942 and 2 and 9 June 1942.
126 For evidence of the Jewish transports to Theresienstadt, see: YVA 51/88/36855621, Folio 93 (transports of 5, 8,
and 11 January 1943), Folio 117 (transport of 30 March 1943), Folio 116 (transport of 1 April 1943), and Folio
122 (transport of 24 June 1943). The mention of a ‘Gypsy’ transport on Folio 117 is an error. One of the policemen who guarded this transport, Anton Huber IV, told a post-war police examining commission that it was
a Jewish transport consisting of one car attached to a regular train. LPDW, Personalakt Huber, Anton IV,
St.Nr.857/20 (94/57), Referat IV Ueberprüfungskommission, Niederschrift aufgenommen am 9. September
1946. According to the Yad Vashem database, this was a Jewish transport of 101 people. See: Transport 46f,
Vienna to Theresienstadt, 30 March 1943, https://deportation.yadvashem.org/index.html?language=en&ite
mId=6994447&ind=18 (22 September 2019). For evidence of the 1943 transports to Auschwitz, see: Folio 106
(transport of 3 March 1943) and Folio 119-120 (transport of 31 March 1943). Folio 119 mistakenly lists the
destination as Auspitz, but this is corrected on Folio 120, which states that Revierleutnant Franz Reinbacher
was given an advance of RM 70 for the trip to Auschwitz. Unlike the transport from Vienna to Auschwitz on
17 July 1942, which carried 995-1,000 Jews, these were smaller transports (3 March 1943 had 75 Jews, while
31 March 1943 had 82).
127 See the Yad Vashem database for the statistical data for transport 47b to Auschwitz (https://deportation.yadvashem.org/index.html?language=en&itemId=7085848&ind=3) and transport 46f to Theresienstadt (https://
deportation.yadvashem.org/index.html?language=en&itemId=6994447&ind=18, 22 September 2019).
128 WStLA, Volksgericht Wien, Vg 11g Vr 1866/46, Strafsache gegen Rixinger, Johannes, OrNr. 69, Zeugenvernehmung Max Weiss, 3 June 1946, 3.
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August 1941,129 part of a larger Reich-wide development of giving older police officers military training and then deploying them in the war.130 The Viennese Schutz
polizei command, under Chief of staff Butenop, issued instructions assigning particular battalions to handle the transports. For example, Reserve Police Battalion
172 (1st and 2nd companies) guarded the Roma transports in November 1941; Reserve Police Companies East, West, and South handled the transports of 1942, and
Police Watch Battalion I handled the 1943 transports.131 Butenop received his orders
from the Zentralstelle, which determined the dates and the railway schedules. The
original plan to use the Schutzpolizei to guard transports dates from an agreement
between Reinhard Heydrich, then head of the Sicherheitspolizei, and Kurt Daluege,
Inspector of the Ordnungspolizei; the agreement is set out in a controlling order
from 4 October 1941.132 Butenop at the local level specified the clothing, rations, and
weapons the policemen were to take, as well as instructions that they were to meet at
the train station (either the Aspangbahnhof or later the Nordbahnhof) at a specified
time. Money for travel expenses for the transport leader and other policemen was
issued in advance, with balances settled after the trip.133 Starting in March 1942,
Butenop specified that the transport leader should be a Revierleutnant (a district
lieutenant) and should come from the Reserve Polizei Bataillon zur besonderen
Verwendung. Furthermore, he ordered that they should have experience leading a
prior transport.134 According to the personnel files and accounting records for seven
transport leaders, many had led multiple transports. Six were Nazi Party members
(and I suspect the seventh was too, since he led multiple transports and had a higher
rank.)135 The decision to employ an experienced commander with strong Nazi cre129 In Vienna, battalions were first formed at Schönbrunn and Wiener Neudorf, then men were transferred to
Kagran, where there was a police shooting range, for further military training in January 1942. See the statements made by the following policemen to the post-war Ueberprüfungskommission (Ref. IV) of the Gene
ralinspektorat der Sicherheitswache: Alois Ammerer (LPDW, Personalakt St.Nr.55/26 [82/64]), Anton Brenneis (LPDW, Personalakt St.Nr.669/19 [9/57], and Albin Karollus (LPDW, St.Nr.848/36 [148/61]).
130 Browning/Matthäus, The Origins of the Final Solution, 230-231.
131 YVA 51/88/36855621, Folio 4, Kommando der Schutzpolizei, 1a 6260/Zig./Nr.369/41 (g.), Betr.: Gestellung
von Transportkommandos, 24 October 1941; Folio 8, Kommando der Schutzpolizei, 1a 6260/42, Betr.: Ge
stellung von Transportkommandos, 20 March 1942; Folio 33, Kommando der Schutzpolizei, 1a 6260/43,
Betr.: Gestellung von Transportkommandos, 4 January 1943.
132 YVA 51/88/36855621, Folio 6, Chef der Ordnungspolizei, Schnellbrief. Evakuierungen von Juden aus dem
Altreich und dem Protekorat, Kdo. g 2 (01) Nr.514/41 (g), 4 October 1941.
133 Much of YVA 51/88/36855621 contains records of these advances and the balances paid after the transports.
134 YVA 51/88/36855621, Folio 8, point 2.
135 The Nazis were Josef Hofstetter (1900–?), Otto Mantler (1897–1983), Johann Pflamitzer (1902–?), Robert Rill
(1895, disappeared 1944/1945), Johann Scholz II (1895–?), and Josef Tremer (1907–1978). Johann Peter II
(1894–1944) led five transports in 1942 and was probably a Nazi, though no Gauakt for him could be found.
Born in Bohemia, he fought in the Habsburg army in the First World War, joined the Vienna police in 1919,
and was killed in an air raid in June 1944. LPDW, Personalakt Peter II, Johann, St.Nr. 276/45 (231/1918), Kommando der Schutzpolizei, 2 F-3530/26.6, 27 June 1944. The five policemen who survived the war (Hofstetter,
Mantler, Pflamitzer, Scholz II, and Tremer) were all dismissed from the force between 1947 and 1950 due to
their Nazi Party or Polizei-SS membership, not because they had led transports. Three were prosecuted in
Austrian war crimes courts for allegedly belonging to the Nazi Party when it was illegal. Mantler was found
not guilty, while Pflamitzer was found guilty, but his judgment was later vacated. Scholz was found guilty of
being an ‘illegal’ who possessed a higher rank, so he was sentenced to eighteen months in 1947. None of these
proceedings discussed their involvement in deportations, although the post-war State Police had investigated the role of regular policemen at least to the point where it gave names to the Generalinspektorat’s examining commission. Although the post-war Austrian justice system did not totally ignore the deportations
(deputy Gestapo chief Karl Ebner was prosecuted for his role, for example), the court system did not deal with
this aspect of the regular police’s involvement. See: LPDW, Personalakt Mantler Otto, St.Nr.291/18(253/47),
Urteil Vg 11f Vr 3424/47 (Abschrift), 22 October 1948; WStLA, Strafsache gegen Swinger, Heinrich und Pfla
mitzer, Johann, Vg 8e Vr 543/55, especially Niederschrift, Generalinspektorat der Sicherheitswache, 16 April
1947, in which Pflamitzer admitted he had been an ‘illegal’ Nazi and had joined the party on 1 July 1932; and
LPDW, Personalakt Scholz Johann (II), St.Nr.244/46, Urteil Vg 1c Vr 6338/46, 1 February 1947 (Abschrift).
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dentials – while the rest of the team often were not Nazi Party members – indicates
that the Schutzpolizei wanted reliable guides who agreed with the mission and
could keep the team in line in case of problems. However, none of the existing reports that the transport leaders wrote after the trips indicate any refusals or problems of this type.136
Before leaving the train station, the transport leader contacted the Zenstralstelle
(Alois Brunner or Ernst Girzik) by telephone and carried the written orders needed
to show the Wehrmacht and any other authorities during the trip. Butenop also informed police that “weapons, in accordance with the rules for their use, are to be
used immediately in case Jews attempt to escape”.137 In 1946, a policeman named
Rudolf Seidler told a police examining commission that he had guarded a Jewish
transport to Riga in February 1942. “The Jews were happy that the Viennese police
were assigned as escorts, since they knew that they would treat them humanely and
loyally”, he said.138 This is false. The authorities did not provide the deportees with
food and water (they were supposed to bring their own), and people died of exhaustion and shock during the trip. The trains leaving Vienna were passenger trains, but
persons deported to Minsk and Maly Trostinec were forced to transfer to cattle
trains in Wolkowitz, in what is today Belarus. This was an extremely violent process.
One survivor, believed to be a Viennese businessman named Wolf Seiler, was on the
transport leaving on 6 May 1942. In his post-war testimony, he said that when the
deportees were forced to change to cattle cars in Wolkowitz in the middle of the
night, they were kicked by the SS and old people were beaten with clubs and left to lie
on the platform. “Many had lost their minds during the night – they had gone insane. The transport leader gave instructions that all the people who had gone insane
should be locked in a separate train car. What happened in this car is virtually
indescribable.”139 The transport leader, Johann Peter II, as required by Butenop’s instructions, wrote a barren, bureaucratic report about the transport, enumerating all
the dates and times of arrival and departure. Peter mentioned that three Jewish men
and five Jewish women had died by the time the train reached Kojdanow (today
136 YVA 51/88/36855621, Folio 15 (report on Jewish transport from Vienna to Wlodawa on 27 April 1942); Folio
27 (report on Jewish transport from Vienna to Minsk on 6 May 1942); Folio 42 (report on Jewish transport
from Vienna to Sobibor on 14 June 1942; Folio 90 (report on Jewish transport from Vienna to Minsk on
5 October 1942).
137 Ibid., Folio 8-9, Kommando der Schutzpolizei, 1a 6260/42, Betr.: Gestellung von Transportkommandos,
20 March 1942, point 5.
138 “Die Juden waren erfreut, dass sie Wiener Polizisten als Begleitung zugeteilt erhielten, da sie wussten, dass
sie von diesen menschlich und loyal behandelt werden.” LPDW, Personalakt Seidler, Rudolf, St.Nr.918/19
(119/49), Polizeidirektion Wien, Generalinspektorat d. Sicherheitswache, Ref.IV Ueberprüfungskommission, Niederschrift aufgenommen am 16. September 1946. Seidler (1900–1949) was born in Wagstadt, Silesia as Rudolf Dluhosch and Germanised his name on 11 June 1942. Ibid., Kommando der Schutzpolizei, 2 b
3061/Dlu/42, 22 July 1942. He worked as a clerk in silk and button factories in Wagstadt until February 1918,
when he was drafted into the Habsburg army. After the war, he joined the Viennese police in July 1919. Ibid.,
Seidler Rudolf früher Dluhosch, Lebenslauf, 23 May 1945. He was not a Nazi Party member, but he guarded
three Jewish transports: one to Riga on 6 February 1942, one to Theresienstadt on 5 January 1943, and one
to Theresienstadt on 30 March 1943. He was reinstated into the police after the war but died in 1949 of lung
and heart problems. His statement to the Ueberprüfungskommission mentioned the February 1942 deportation. The exact date of 6 February comes from Gottwaldt/Schulle, Die “Judendeportationen”, 135-136.
This transport of 1,003 people exclusively comprised Viennese Jews, including 331 people between 61-70
and 23 children aged ten and younger. Proof of his participation in the 5 January 1943 transport comes from
YVA 51/88/36855621, Folio 94, Polizei-Wachbataillon I im Ido-Bereich Wien 2. Komp., Nachweisung, 9
January 1943; proof of the 30 March 1943 transport comes from ibid., Folio 117, Polizei-Wachbataillon I im
Ido-Bereich Wien 2. Komp., Nachweisung, 29 March 1943. This document, revealing that policemen received cash advances of RM 35 for the trip, states that this was a “Gypsy transport”, but this is an error. See
note 242.
139 DÖW 854, undated report from after 1945, possibly Wolf Seiler, 1. See also footnote 1 of the transcription.
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Dzyarzhynsk), where it sat immobile for two days on the orders of the SD before
proceeding to Minsk.140
Did the policemen know that their human cargo was not really being ‘resettled’ in
the East, where they would supposedly find employment and start a new life, the
deception that the Zentralstelle had used in Vienna in 1942? Anton Brunner, the
Zentralstelle official who admitted to organizing 48 deportations, confessed to
post-war State Police, “I remember how once during [Alois] Brunner’s absence a
Schutzpolizei lieutenant from the transport escort reported that the Jews were liquidated in the camp.”141 However, none of the policemen who gave statements to an
examining commission in 1946 address this question – nor were they asked. It is
possible that the police who guarded a transport that left Vienna on 14 June 1942,
delivering 949 Jews to Sobibor, the extermination camp, knew that this was not
really a ‘work camp’, as the leader of the transport, Josef Fischmann I, called it in his
report.142 Sobibor had been regularly exterminating people by carbon monoxide gas
since May 1942 (experimental killings started in April), with Jewish prisoners being
forced to bury the victims in pits that were five to seven meters deep. These mass
graves began to decompose in the hot summer weather of 1942, causing an extreme
stench to pervade the camp and the neighbouring areas. The police escorts remained
outside the camp at the Sobibor train station, because only trusted German railway
personnel were allowed to drive the deportation trains inside the camp.143 However,
the police were at the station for one hour on 17 June, and they may have smelled the
bodies. Fischmann also reported that they transferred the Jews directly to commandant Franz Stangl,144 who had started his career as an Austrian police official in Linz.
One can only speculate what Stangl may have told (or not told) Fischmann. There
may have been opportunities for the police escort to discuss Jewish deportations and
executions in occupied Poland with other police in Poland. After leaving Sobibor,
they took a four-hour special train to Lublin, where they spent almost six hours before taking a regular train to Krakow. There they stayed overnight with another Reserve Police Battalion (74, 3rd Company),145 and further conversations could have
ensued with them.

Conclusion

ARTICLE

Each era under consideration saw the introduction of important changes in the
police. In May 1914, the creation of a new defensive intelligence service, based on the
cooperation between the State Police and Evidenzbüro (military intelligence), but
also relying on information and investigations conducted by the regular police, was
an important development, leading to the creation of expanded surveillance during
the First World War. The regular police evaluated denunciations and tips, the State
Police initiated investigations based on censors’ reports, and central bureaus catalogued information in filing systems that were shared across the empire. Suspicious
140 YVA 51/88/36855621, Folio 27, 95. Pol. Revier, Betr: Erfahrungsbericht über durchgeführten Evakuierungs
transport (Juden), 16 May 1942.
141 Safrian, Eichmann’s Men, 216.
142 Ibid., Folio 42, 152. Polizeirevier, Erfahrungsbericht, Betr: Transportkommando für den Judentransport
Wien-Aspangbahnhof nach Sobibor am 14.6.1942, 20 June 1942.
143 Yitzhak Arad, Belzec, Sobibor, Treblinka. The Operation Reinhard Death Camps, Bloomington IN 1987, 3033, 68-74, 170-172.
144 YVA 51/88/36855621, Folio 42.
145 Ibid.
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people, including those from nationalities whose politicians wanted to secede from
the empire, or persons with connections to states at war with Austria-Hungary, were
interned. Police suspicions also centred on Eastern European Jews, warzone refugees
whom they believed might be spies or black marketeers, as well as Central and Eastern European Jews whom they thought were socialist revolutionaries intending to
bring down the monarchy. Austria-Hungary’s internal problems, such as food shortages and massive wartime casualties, created an environment of public mistrust toward neighbours, and the police tried to wade through tips and rumours to differentiate real dangers from imagined ones. Still, police officials believed that this was a
valid system to protect against sabotage and revolution, and they hoped to implement a version of it after the war.
Due to a lack of funds and the politicians’ mistrust that such a system would give
the police too much state power, the police were not able to sustain this system at the
level that existed during the war. The political environment also changed. The new
policemen hired in 1918/1919 were expected to uphold the laws of the new republic,
yet the police leadership was wary of working-class revolutionary rhetoric and
worked to ensure that Workers’ Councils and other revolutionary movements did
not take over the state. The situation in the 1920s was exacerbated by Austria’s economic weakness and the cultural question of what an Austrian republic, separate
from the other Habsburg territories, would mean. A series of armed paramilitaries
spanning the entire political spectrum emerged in the 1920s, challenging the police’s
authority, while various political leaders sought to seize control of the police to pursue their own agendas. Class conflict exploded with the police violence during the
Justizpalast fire in 1927, which destroyed any social democratic belief that they could
demonstrate peaceably, while the police, backed by the Christian Social Party and
other middle-class parties, claimed they were protecting the state against revolution.
The police’s willingness to use extreme force against the civilian population deepened the social and political conflict in Vienna, but the federal government backed
the police by instituting a new constitution that increased police authority in 1929.
The civil war of 1934, a response to the right-wing government’s prohibition of the
Social Democratic Party, resulted in working-class barricade warfare against the police, who proved themselves unable to put down the revolt, requiring the assistance of
the military. This further bolstered the Heimwehr’s argument that the police needed
their assistance. Meanwhile, during the late 1920s and early 1930s, a small portion of
the Viennese police joined the Nazi Party, attracted by pan-German nationalism, the
promises of economic recovery, and the message that this was the party that would
really deal with the ‘Jewish question’. The criminal police inspectors who participated in the Nazi putsch of 1934 believed that following a Nazi takeover, they could shift
the ranks of the police to their side, banking on the idea that with a change of leadership, the rest of the officers would follow. Although the putsch failed, the police involvement shows that the institution was internally divided, and there were deficiencies in the leadership’s approach to dealing with the Nazi presence through investigations, transfers, and dismissals. Another problem was that some of these policemen
held on, getting support from underground Nazi organizations, or remained on the
force as crypto-Nazis. Additionally, SS and SA members who fled the country while
the Nazi Party was illegal in Austria obtained refuge in Germany, where some obtained police training and joined the German police. When the Nazis took over in
Austria in March 1938, these were transferred back to their home country, and in
Vienna, where some of them joined the Kriminalpolizei and the Gestapo, they received an unchecked power that they had never possessed during the prior era.
Mark Lewis: Continuity and Change in the Vienna Police Force, 1914–1945 (Part II)

72

S: I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

ARTICLE

The German Sicherheitsdienst prepared for the takeover of Austria in February
1938, believing that the key would be the centralisation of authority in Berlin and the
elimination of the Security Directors who had reported directly to the Austrian
chancellor.146 Yet their plans were also aided by Austrian police officials loyal to the
Schuschnigg government, who decided that using force against a Nazi takeover
would result in a bloodbath, chosing instead to cooperate with the ‘moderate’ Nazis.
They were mistaken, as Himmler’s plan was to arrest and remove them, then restructure the Austrian security apparatus according to the German police state model.
This resulted in the formation of a large, powerful Gestapo operation in Vienna. Initially, German Nazis controlled certain leading positions (and continued to do so),
but Austrian Nazis also helped build the institution. They also drew from veteran
Austrian police officials who had not been Nazis during the ‘illegal period’, but
whose anti-communist credentials and knowledge in navigating Austrian police bureaucracy proved useful.
The plainclothes detectives, the Kriminalpolizei, were integrated into the Sicherheitspolizei. While some Austrian Nazis who had never been policemen were rewarded for their service as ‘Old Fighters’ with jobs in the police, the important transformation is that the Kriminalpolizei adapted to fit the new Nazi system. The uniformed police, the Sicherheitswache, followed a similar path. They were allowed to
remain on the force (becoming part of the German Schutzpolizei, adopting its ranks
and salary scale) as long as they had been indifferent to the prior political system and
had not actively worked against the Nazis. Much of the force that existed in the period from 1934 to 1938 remained, already acclimatised to an Austrian dictatorship
that was anti-socialist, anti-communist, and anti-democratic. They retained their
job security and were indoctrinated into the Nazi system through ideological education programmes and propaganda.
The Kriminalbeamte and the Schutzpolizisten made fatal choices by remaining
on the force. The Kriminalbeamte were drawn into a system where they investigated
persons for ‘racial dishonour’ and hunted down persons who produced counterfeit
ration cards. They were also required to check the papers of Viennese Jews who had
been arrested by the Gestapo in 1938, then released under the condition that they
leave the country by a set deadline. They helped keep the system running, providing
assistance to the Viennese Gestapo and Gauleitung when the latter introduced new
policies of forced labour, housing evictions, economic expropriation, curfews, and
social exclusion. Kriminalbeamte could claim after the war that they had not joined
the Nazi Party or argue that they had been ‘automatically’ entered into the PolizeiSS, but this conceals the fact that they enforced regime policies. The system needed
reliable executors of policy on Vienna’s streets, and they complied. The attempt by
some to create a post-war image that they had purely been “officers in the Kriminalpolizei” whose duties had no political meaning does not withstand historical scrutiny, though one must examine individual cases to assess individual responsibility.
For the Schutzpolizisten, many of whom were Viennese policemen who had been
on the force since the 1920s, they had already adapted to multiple changes in the
political system – the purges of social democratic policemen after 1927, the introduction of a dictatorship in 1933/1934, a series of changing police presidents, and local
station house politics that pitted political factions against each other. Many pledged
146 See the 1938 report in which the SS security office analysed the Austrian security apparatus: Das österreichi
sche Sicherheitswesen und dessen Einbau in die Sicherheitspolizei des Reiches nach Eingliederung Öster
reichs (Südmark), DÖW, 14890, 44-45.
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the oath to Hitler in 1938 either because they wanted to preserve their jobs or because they believed in the programme. In the context of the extreme antisemitic environment in Vienna after the Nazi takeover, following police orders and policies
allowed them to compartmentalise their tasks in the context of fulfilling their duty
and maintaining public order. Furthermore, the regime promoted some of them,
and it paid their salaries and supplements. For many, the situation only radically
changed when they were drafted into Police Battalions and sent to the front or to
occupied areas. When their post-war autobiographical statements discussed events
during Nazism at all, they usually mentioned that they had been injured in the war
or were interned after the war ended and had a difficult time getting back to Austria
after the Nazi defeat. These were their prominent memories, tailored to obtain reinstatement in the police, not to discuss particular arrests they made while working in
Vienna or to mention that they guarded deportation transports. They only addressed
the latter if required to make a statement to the special examining commission. Most
statements were formulaic, suggesting that they either coordinated statements or
had been told what to say. The Generalinspektorat’s post-war priority was to reconstitute the police force with available manpower, rooting out illegal Nazi Party members and SS members (who had joined before March 1938), but some policemen
slipped through the cracks. Others, who did not bear the label of ‘illegal’ or ‘SS member,’ but who were integral to a functioning Nazi system in Vienna were retained.
Thus, during four political systems, the police force was not merely a political tool of
a regime; it was a social institution with its own traditions, rules, and culture that
extended over political periods, with important transformations.
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Ion Popa

Experiences of Jews Who Converted
to Christianity before and during
the Holocaust
An Overview of Testimonies in the Fortunoff Video Archive
Abstract

ARTICLE

doi.org/10.23777/SN.0120 | www.vwi.ac.at

Research on Jews who converted to Christianity before and during the Holocaust has been
scarce until recently, although since the 1980s survivors’ testimonies began to mention such
experiences more often. This article offers a first general overview of 97 testimonies found in
the Fortunoff Video Archive of Holocaust Testimonies that describe the experience of conversion of Holocaust survivors. Based on the information provided by these testimonies it 1)
analyses the attitudes of Christian and Jewish institutions and individuals towards converts
and 2) explores the way in which the experience of conversion impacted the sense of belonging and Jewish identity of the survivors.

Conversion to Christianity was something hundreds of thousands of Jews underwent before and during the Holocaust. Joseph Jacobs estimated that through the
nineteenth century the number of Jewish conversions to Christianity worldwide
was 204,542. The greatest numbers were in Russia (84,536), the Austria-Hungary
(44,756), the United Kingdom (28,830), and Germany (22,520).1 Unfortunately, we
lack such centralised figures from 1900 to the period of the Holocaust, although we
know from post-war testimonies and the available scholarship that the trend of conversions intensified in many countries immediately prior to and during the Holocaust.2
This article is an overview of 97 testimonies found in the Fortunoff Video Archive
of Holocaust Testimonies that describe the experience of conversion of Holocaust
survivors. An annotated edition based on an in-depth analysis of one testimony has
been submitted and will soon become available on the Yale Library and the Fortunoff Video Archive websites. This article takes as its starting point Yaakov Ariel’s definition of conversion: “Converts are defined as those persons, in Nazi occupied Europe, who, in preparation for, or during, or as a consequence of the Nazi pursuit, its
upheavals, displacements and danger, chose to adopt Christianity, as a shelter, a
mask, or a spiritual haven, temporarily or permanently.”3 There are two significant
additions in my approach, both on account of the data found in the Fortunoff Ar1 Joseph Jacobs, Statistics, in: The Jewish Encyclopaedia, New York/London 1905, Vol. 11, 530. An online version is available under: http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13992-statistics (18 February 2020).
2		 See for example: Todd Endelman, Leaving the Jewish Fold. Conversion and Radical Assimilation in Modern
Jewish History, Princeton 2015, 150-158. See also: Viktor Karadi, The Jews of Europe in the Modern Era, Budapest/New York 2004, 38.
3 Yaakov Ariel, From Faith to Faith. Conversions and De-Conversions during the Holocaust, in: Simon Dubnow Institute Yearbook 12 (2013), 37.
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chive: 1) This article also takes into consideration people who converted to Chris
tianity before the Nazi ascension to power, but still identified as Jews after conversion. 2) As this article examines testimonies of people who in their vast majority were
small children at the time of conversion, it considers as converts also those who did
not choose to change religion, but were rather following their parents’ initiative or
the initiative of some temporary guardians.
In terms of Christian denominations chosen for conversion, the Fortunoff testimonies mention Catholicism (the majority), Protestantism, and Orthodox Chris
tianity. The denomination was usually dependent on the majority religion in a specific country. For example, most testimonies from Poland, Hungary, and Slovakia
mention Catholicism as the chosen religion, while testimonies from Greece and
Serbia mention conversion to Orthodox Christianity. The idea that conversion to
Catholicism was preferred because it would offer better protection than other
churches appears in some testimonies. This idea also appears in primary sources and
secondary literature on conversions in Romania.4 The Protestant denominations,
although the second largest group of conversions in the Fortunoff testimonies, are
rarely specified. Often this is because the interviewer failed to ask which Protestant
denomination the interviewees was referring to. In some cases, conversions to
Lutheranism and Anglicanism were specifically mentioned.
This article has three parts. The first provides a brief examination of the state of
research and an explanation of methodology. The second describes the attitude of
Christian and Jewish communities towards converts as they appear in the Fortunoff
testimonies. It also examines information found in the testimonies in light of prior
historical information about conversion. The last part presents, in summary, the way
in which the experience of conversion impacted the sense of belonging and Jewish
identity of the survivors.

State of Research and Methodology

ARTICLE

Research into the number of conversions during the Shoah, the effect of this experience on the converts’ lives/identities/belonging, and the ways in which they were
treated by Christian and Jewish communities, was scarce until recently. This was
due, to some extent, to the lack of sources, as for a long time converts did not speak
out about this topic. Yaakov Ariel rightly argued in one of the most seminal articles
on conversions of Jews to Christianity during the Holocaust that, while a number of
authors wrote during the 1950s and 1960s about Jews hiding among “Aryans”, or
about the reclaiming of Jewish children after the war, their narrative “[was] carrying
a Jewish heroic undertone”, that it “largely overlooked the religious aspects of conversions, and did not relate to their spiritual and communal contexts”.5 In the last
decade, however, interest in the impact of conversions has increased and more steps
have been taken to understand this forgotten group of Holocaust survivors. Several
topics such as the effects of conversion on the relation of Jews to their faith,6 the psy-

4 See: Ion Popa, Reactions of Converted Jews and Their Families to Anti-Semitic Laws, Romania 1940–1942, in:
The Historical Journal of the Romanian Jewish Community 1 (2016), 267.
5 Ariel, From Faith to Faith, 38.
6 Ronald Berger, To Be Or Not To Be. The Holocaust and Jewish Identity In The Postwar Era, in: Humanity and
Society, 31 (February 2007) 1, 24-42. See also: Julia Matveev, Vladimir Vertlib On ‘Jewish Identity in Particular and Identity and Belonging in General’, in: German Life and Letters 68 (July 2015) 3, 1468-1483.
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chological impact of conversion on Jewish identity,7 or the phenomenon of Jewish
children who converted during the years of the Holocaust and the attempts to bring
them back into the Jewish fold in the immediate post-war years,8 have seen notable
progress.
However, the progress has been slow, which might also have to do with the fact
that conversion has for a long time been a controversial topic. The case of Shmuel
Oswald Rufeisen,9 who was denied Israeli citizenship in 1962 because of his conversion to Christianity, polarised not only Israeli society but the academic world, too.
Some historians who tackled the topic from a narrow perspective argued that conversion was apostasy not only from Judaism, but from Jewish identity altogether.10 In
other cases, controversial aspects, such as that of Oswald Rufeisen, were avoided entirely, or, when mentioned, any information about his application for and subsequent
rejection of Israeli citizenship was omitted.11
Although a careful analysis of “Jewish conversions to Christianity, and attempts at
adopting hybrid identities, have been mostly overlooked”,12 details on how widespread this phenomenon was in various European countries have continued to come
to light. One of the first countries that came under scrutiny was Hungary, where the
number of converts was high. Randolph Braham put the number of Christians of
Jewish origin residing in Hungary in 1941 at up to 100,000, including in his most
recent edition of The Politics of Genocide.13 Other historians14 as well as the YIVO
Encyclopaedia15 put forward similar numbers, which are mostly based on statistical
data released after the March–April 1941 census. Unfortunately, we do not have a
critical assessment of these numbers, which is another symptom of the lack of indepth research. In reference to conversions in Budapest in the months after the German occupation in 1944, Viktor Karadi wrote that “according to survey estimates”
the number was “around 600 per 10,000 (i.e. per month)”.16 While this estimate is
interesting, the data put forward is not based on a comprehensive analysis and lacks
any reference to sources. In Romania, the census of 1942 revealed that 4,631 out of
272,573 Jews who were still in the country after the change of borders and the killings and deportations of 1941/1942 were converts.17 However, as in the case of Hungary, there is a need for a better understanding of the context in which these cen7 See for example: Katarzyna Prot-Klinger, Broken Identity. The Impact of the Holocaust on Identity in Romanian and Polish Jews, in: The Israel Journal of Psychiatry and Related Sciences, 45 (2008) 4, 239-246.
8 Eva Fleischner, ‘Who am I?’ The Struggle for Religious Identity of Jewish Children Hidden by Christians during the Shoah, in: Jonathan Petropoulos/John K. Roth (ed.), Gray Zones. Ambiguity and Compromise in the
Holocaust and its Aftermath, London 2012, 107-117. See also: Joanna Michlic, ‘Who Am I?’ The Identity of
Jewish Children in Poland, 1945–1949, in: Polin. Studies in Polish Jewry 20 (2007), 98-121.
9 Shmuel Oswald Rufeisen (1922–1998) was a Polish-born Jew who converted to Catholicism during the Holocaust, becoming a friar of the Discalced Carmelite Order and better known as Brother (or Father) Daniel. He
moved to Israel in the 1950s, where he sought citizenship under the Israeli Law of Return, but was refused
because of his conversion. The decision was upheld by the Israeli Supreme Court in 1962. He later received
Israeli citizenship but not based on the Law of Return.
10 David Katz, review of Todd Endelman (ed.), Jewish Apostasy in the Modern World, New York/London 1987,
in: The Journal of Jewish Studies 40-41 (1989), 264-265.
11 Oswald Rufeisen (Rufazjen), in: Robert Rozett/Shmuel Spector (ed.), Encyclopedia of the Holocaust, Chicago/
London 2000, 394.
12 Yaakov, From Faith to Faith, 38.
13 Randolph Braham, The Politics of Genocide. The Holocaust in Hungary, New York 32016, Vol. 1, 88.
14 William McCagg Jr., Jewish Conversion in Hungary in Modern Times, in: Endelman, Jewish Apostasy, 142.
See also: Endelman, Leaving the Jewish Fold, 152.
15 Magda Teter, Conversion, in: Gershon David Hundert (ed.), The YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe, New Haven/London 2008, Vol. 1, 348-351.
16 Karadi, The Jews of Europe, 38.
17 “The Jewish Centre, Results of the 1942 Census, General Remarks,” in The Archive of the Centre for the Study
of the History of Romanian Jews (ACSIER), III/474, 1-2
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suses were conducted, as depending on the threat to their life, a Jewish person may or
may not have preferred to declare that they were Christian or Jewish. Although the
topic of conversions in Western Europe has in the last decade appeared sporadically
in research on the churches’ attitudes towards Jews during the Holocaust and on the
treatment of Jews in mixed marriages, we lack clear numbers and a clear overview of
how widespread this phenomenon was in specific countries.
After the war, many survivors who had converted to Christianity, albeit in many
cases temporarily, were embarrassed to mention their experience. The Fortunoff
Video Archive, which was the first to start gathering video testimonies of Holocaust
survivors, was initiated in 1979 by Dr. Dori Laub, a child survivor and psychiatrist
born in Czernowitz (at the time in Romania) and Laurel Vlock, a television journalist who produced many interviews for Channel 8 in New Haven, Connecticut. From
the beginning, they paid special attention to instructing the interviewers on the psychological dimensions of remembering past traumatic experiences.18 Moreover, the
initial guidelines of the Fortunoff Archive stressed the importance of letting survivors remember their experiences without much intervention from the interviewers.19 However, in my research of the 97 testimonies, the guidelines were not always
followed. That was because of the professional background of the interviewers (Laurel Vlock, for example, tended to follow a media style of interviewing) or because of
the expansion of the project to different locations. For example, in the interviews
conducted at affiliate locations in Europe (especially those conducted in Yugoslavia),
the survivors were often guided in their answers by the interviewer’s multitude of
questions.
In February 2019, when I began my fellowship at the Vienna Wiesenthal Institute
for Holocaust Studies (VWI), I proceeded immediately to search for the following
four key words (using the abbreviation “hvt” – Holocaust video testimony – in front
of each term): conversion, converted, baptism, and baptised. I relied on Orbis, the
search engine of the Yale University Library, where the Fortunoff Video Archive is
based. Each testimony has a brief description of its content (usually between ten and
twenty lines). The four searches produced 153 results, of which 97 were testimonies
describing in one form or another the interviewee’s experiences of conversion, while
the rest were either duplicates or irrelevant as the words referred to something else or
were about somebody else’s conversion (usually parents, with very brief mentions).
61 testimonies were from female Holocaust survivors and 36 from males. The vast
majority were children at the time of baptism. In terms of countries of origin, the
largest group of testimonies by country was from people who either lived in Slovakia
at the time of recording or were from there originally (26), which is due to the fact
that during the 1990s the Fortunoff Archive had an active office in Bratislava, where
some of these testimonies were recorded. In April and May 2019, the Fortunoff
Video Archive started rolling out the beta version of another online platform called
Aviary, which provides enhanced descriptions of testimonies. Another search using
the term “conversion” produced 90 results (in comparison to 63 in my previous Orbis
search). Due to time limitations, I could not check the new results. However, the first
18 See for example: Fortunoff Video Archive, Sterling Memorial Library, box 1, report on “existing literature on
the psychological effects of videotaping on interviews” (undated, but the next document in the box is from
December 1979, so this report was most likely written before). See also: Summary of meeting on 2 June, 1981
with Professor Geoffrey Hartman, Dr. Dori Laub, and Laurel Vlock of the Holocaust Survivors Film Project,
16 June 1981 (the pages in the box are not numbered).
19 See: Ibid., Project procedures (undated, but the documents in the box before and after are from 1981), describing the procedures for pre-interview, interview, and post-interview.
Ion Popa: Experiences of Jews Who Converted to Christianity before and during the Holocaust

78

S: I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

sample of 97 overall testimonies is enough to offer an informed view on the way in
which survivors remembered their experience of conversion.
As a discipline, history has been slow in taking testimonies of Holocaust survivors seriously and has instead “tended to focus much more heavily on the records left
behind by the perpetrators”.20 However, as Mark Roseman argued, the balance has
recently shifted towards a “memory cult” around the survivors, who are being celebrated as heroic figures, or where “a different kind of ‘holiness’” has developed,
“namely placing victims and survivors somehow outside the realm of normal human
communication”.21 While the historical value of the 97 Fortunoff testimonies examined in this article is incontestable, they should be seen in their complexity. Historical dates provided therein are sometimes incorrect and it is clear that the process of
remembering is selective. However, I approached this source from the outset as any
other historical document that requires critical analysis. The information discovered
needs to be, wherever possible, supported by other primary or secondary sources.
This is why, although this article is an overview of information found in testimonies
of the Fortunoff Video Archive pertinent to the topic in question, in specific instances other primary or secondary sources are brought forward in order to examine the
information provided.

Attitudes of Christian and Jewish Communities toward Converted Jews
as They Appear in the Fortunoff Video Archive

ARTICLE

Although there is no Fortunoff testimony of converts from Romania, the avail
able scholarship shows that the Catholic Church in Romania converted entire families during the Holocaust in open disobedience to state pressures.22 In other countries, such as France, Belgium, Hungary, Slovakia, Poland, Serbia, or Greece, conversion was not necessarily an official policy, coming from the leadership of the Church,
but a matter of local initiative and decision.23 The 97 testimonies confirm this and
offer important details (although not always explicitly) on the attitude of the churches toward converted Jews.
The Vatican responded, when asked, with guidelines on the conversion of Jews
who found themselves in the life-threatening conditions of the Holocaust. For example, an enquiry from the papal nuncio to Bucharest, Monsignor Andrea Cassulo,
was answered in May 1941 by the Supreme Sacred Congregation of the Holy Office,
which insisted on a thorough examination of the aspiring converts and on guarantees that the catechumens would attend church and would perform Christian rituals. While insisting on the need for catechisation, the Supreme Sacred Congregation
did make an exception in stipulating that, if the life of the aspiring convert was in
danger, the priest could speed up the process, leaving the decision for its duration up

20 Mark Roseman, Foreword, in: Jürgen Matthäus (ed.), Approaching an Auschwitz Survivor. Holocaust Testimony and Its Transformations, Oxford 2009, vi.
21 Ibid., v-vi.
22 See: Ion Popa, Sanctuary from the Holocaust? Roman Catholic Conversion of Jews in Romania, Bucharest,
1942, in: Holocaust and Genocide Studies 29 (Spring 2015) 1, 39-56.
23 See for example with regard to Belgium: Suzanne Vromen, Hidden Children of the Holocaust. Belgian Nuns
and their Daring Rescue of Young Jews from the Nazis, Oxford 2008. On Protestants in France, especially the
community of Le Chambon-sur-Lignon, see: Miroslav Volf/Dorothy Bass, Practicing Theology. Beliefs and
Practices in Christian Life, Grand Rapids 2001, 150-165.
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to the priest’s judgement.24 Orthodox churches had different positions on conversion, according to the decisions of their national church bodies. For example, the
Romanian Orthodox Church in March 1938 forbade conversion of Jews who could
not prove their Romanian citizenship, a policy maintained throughout the war.25
Details on whether or how various Protestant churches discussed and decided on
conversion of Jews during the Holocaust are limited. It seems that in this case, more
than in others, a great deal of independence was asserted by local churches which
dealt with this issue as they saw fit. According to one Fortunoff testimony, an Anglican orphanage in Czechoslovakia made the acceptance of Jewish children contingent upon baptism (as discussed further below).
The majority of survivors dismissed the importance of conversion as a survival
strategy, hence minimising the role of the churches in helping them.26 However, this
should be correlated with their desire to deny the importance of conversion in order
to emphasise their sense of Jewish belonging. In any case, the testimonies make evident that conversion was a cog in the mechanism of survival. Several testimonies
describe how Christian individuals and institutions made other means of survival
conditional upon conversion. For example, in the case of Ann W., who was born in
Radziłów, Poland, the villagers made the hiding of the family conditional upon conversion to Catholicism.27 Ann W.’s case is peculiar and, to a large extent, singular in the
Fortunoff collection.28 However, while making help conditional upon conversion was
rare in the case of villagers, the phenomenon occurred often in the case of religious
institutions. According to the Fortunoff testimonies, Protestant convents and/or orphanages refused to take children inside unless they converted. For example, David
K., who was born in Brno, Czechoslovakia (today Czech Republic), explained that an
Anglican orphanage based in Czechoslovakia made the acceptance of Jewish children
conditional upon their baptism.29 Although not all Catholic institutions made help
conditional upon conversion, support for those accepted was made conditional upon
Sunday attendance of church and performing other religious duties. As Robert B, who
converted during the Holocaust and survived as a child in Hungary, explained:
“If I don’t go to church I don’t go to school. If you want to stay in school you
have to obey by the rules. And if I go to church I have to go for confession
every Sunday, and of course I had Latin for I don’t, five days a week, while in
gymnasium, and I had to learn to do the mass in Latin, and suddenly all
these laws are coming out which were affecting me. So here I am a Roman
Catholic but I suddenly had to wear a star.”30
24 ADSS (Actes et Documents du Saint Siège relatifs à la Seconde Guerre Mondiale), Vol. 8, Doc. 84, Le Secrétaire
du S. Office Marchetti-Selvaggiani au nonce à Bucarest Cassulo, Nr. 402/40 (Arch. de la Nonciature 7551/41,
orig.), Rome, 16 May 1941, 189-191.
25 Ion Popa, The Romanian Orthodox Church and the Holocaust, Bloomington 2017, 33, 53-55.
26 There are some exceptions, for example: Juliana F. Holocaust Video Testimony (HVT) 3860, Fortunoff Video
Archive for Holocaust Testimonies, Yale University Library. Juliana was born in Prešov, Czechoslovakia
(today Slovakia), in 1936. The family converted to Protestantism in 1942 as a means of avoiding deportation.
She clearly stated that conversion helped the family avoid being sent to a concentration camp. They were sent
to a labour camp instead. However, in her case, as in others, other strategies of survival were necessary later on
as conversion itself was not enough to protect them.
27 Ann W., HVT 2356.
28 There is another case where villagers took a special interest in the conversion of a family but, according to the
testimony, in that case they did not make help conditional on conversion. See: Klára S. HVT 4131. Klára was
born in Trebišov, Czechoslovakia (today Slovakia) in 1935, the younger of two daughters. Her father was a
dentist. Initially, the family was exempted from deportation due to the father’s profession, but later they found
shelter in a village called Staré Hory, where, at the suggestion of the priest and of the villagers, the entire family converted.
29 David K., HVT 1856.
30 Robert B., HVT 1989.
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While hiding in convents or in Catholic households, many Jewish children felt
persuaded to convert. Sometime there was direct pressure, while at other times the
children were convinced by the context in which they were living. Often, the initiative to convert these children came from lay Catholics, but, as in the case of the villagers in Ann’s testimony, the clergy also became complicit in this process. The parents of Berthe B., who was born in Paris in 1935, gave her up to a Christian woman
during the Holocaust, who was paid to protect her. This woman believed that Berthe’s
afterlife would be in danger without baptism. However, the priest refused to perform
the ceremony without the approval of the parents. Berthe was later moved to another
Christian family who again wanted to baptise her, this time out of a desire to protect
her. In this second situation the priest did not have any objections to baptising the
child without the approval of the parents.31
In some situations, one can feel the lack of sympathy of Catholic nuns and/or
teachers for the predicament brought by conversion onto the Jewish families. Rosie
L. was born in Poland in 1933, but moved to Belgium and survived the Holocaust
there with her family. Her parents decided to hide her and her brother in a Catholic
Sisters of Charity convent. In 1943, she was 10 and her brother 7. Due to poor sanitation and lack of food the children were moved, with the help of the Belgian resis
tance, to a Catholic village where Rosie was “convinced” to be baptised. According
to her testimony, the priest did not show any interest in having the parents’ approval, although they were in contact with the children and easy to reach. When Rosie
told her mother, she became very upset and started to cry. However, as Rosie explained:
“The day was like two weeks from now, and I felt like it was too late to decide
not to do it, you know. I had a priest involved, I had my godfather involved,
my godmother involved. How am I gonna say now, I changed my mind? I
felt obligated to do it, although I had a lot of, I felt very guilty about it, I knew
I was hurting my parent. I felt very guilty about it.”32
Post-war testimonies and scholarship mention the tensions between convents
and/or foster families and Jewish parents and/or relatives who wanted to retrieve
children hidden during the Holocaust, but these aspects do not appear in the For
tunoff testimonies examined.
The involvement of religious institutions in the conversion process was not heartless all the time. The Fortunoff testimonies describe situations in which priests, either out of humanistic/Christian values or because they were paid, helped in various
ways. One of the most common avenues was to forge the papers, changing the date of
baptism to an earlier date to fit the requirement of various antisemitic laws.33 In one
case, an Orthodox priest from Belgrade married a couple in order to help the groom
hide his Jewish identity. He also converted the bride, who was Catholic, to the Orthodox faith in order to perform the wedding ceremony.34 Conversion in exchange
for money is only mentioned explicitly in a few cases in the Fortunoff testimonies,35

31 Berthe B., HVT 2668.
32 Rosie L., HVT 2248.
33 For example, Ivan I., HVT 1325, who was born in Belgrade, spoke of an Orthodox priest who put the date of
Christening at the same time as the date of birth. A similar situation can be found in the case of Manfred K.,
HVT-1175, who was born in Bremen. A Lutheran priest had him baptised and back-dated the baptism.
34 See: Livija A., HVT 3757.
35 Chava S., HVT 3965. Chava was born in Bratislava in 1936, the younger of two children. In her testimony, she
stated that in May 1943 her father found a Greek Catholic priest “who re-baptized the family to Greek-Catholics for great money”.
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although we know from the case of Romania that even when Catholic priests were
driven by humanistic/Christian values, some form of payment was involved.36
The wartime attitude of the Jewish leadership towards conversions to Christianity
is not detailed in the 97 testimonies examined here. Thomas Brechenmacher argued
that in Germany, “Jewish relief organisations, confronted with the threat to their
own co-religionists, in any case hardly considered themselves responsible for these
‘non-Aryans’”.37 Gherson Greenberg examined several cases of Jewish religious rulings on conversions and showed that in some cases, such as the ruling of Rabbi
Ephraim Oshry of Kaunas, “he (i.e. the one who converted to Christianity) can
reenter the Jewish community after performing penitent return (Teshuvah) and paying a fine”.38 My previous research on conversions in Romania suggested that in Bucharest, returning to Judaism was also sometimes made conditional on penitence
and a waiting period,39 but these aspects are not mentioned in any of the testimonies
researched here. Although most of the survivors spoke about returning to Judaism,
this was a natural process, as if conversion had changed nothing. For most, returning
to the community did not involve any religious authority. In a few cases, the survivors mentioned discussions with a rabbi,40 but none of them implied that a special
ceremony of return to Judaism was needed, not even for those who lived in Israel
after the war.41
The Fortunoff testimonies confirm some of the bureaucratic aspects we already
know from existing scholarship. For example, all those who offered in-depth details
on the conversion process mentioned that baptism was performed only after a period of catechisation. Even in cases where everyone knew that the conversion was not
genuine, the Jews had to go to catechisation classes before baptism. An important
aspect missing in the testimonies is the lack of any mention of speeding up the process of conversion to Catholicism, although this is confirmed in secondary literature
on Romania.42 In Romania and Hungary, a Jewish individual who wanted to convert
had to inform the local rabbi of their desire to leave the community.43 However, there
are no references to this in the testimonies examined here. Instead, the intervention
of the Vatican in offering some form of protection to converts is confirmed in several testimonies, although the way survivors remembered this aspect was sometimes
flawed and subjective.44
36 See: Popa, Sanctuary from the Holocaust, 49.
37 Thomas Brechenmacher, The Church and the Jews, in Karl-Joseph Hummel/Michael Kissener (ed.), Catholics
in the Third Reich. Controversies and Debates, Leiden/Boston 2018, 135.
38 Gershon Greenberg, Wartime Jewish Orthodoxy’s Encounter with Holocaust Christianity, in: Kevin P. Spicer
(ed.), Antisemitism, Christian Ambivalence, and the Holocaust, Bloomington 2007, 237. See also 252-260 for
more such rulings.
39 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, RG 25.084 D15478, Comunitatea evreilor din România [Jewish
Community of Romania], 1941–1942, 10.
40 Nicholas P., HVT 575. Nicholas was born in Budapest in 1912. He converted as a child and survived the Holocaust in Hungary. Soon after the war, he arrived in Sweden, where he went to a rabbi in Gothenburg and told
him that he wanted to be Jewish. As he put it: “I thought that I should be Jewish and completely Jewish.”
41 See for example: Chava S., HVT 3965; and Lilly G., HVT 2014. They both converted during the Holocaust and
went to Israel soon after the war.
42 See: Popa, Sanctuary from the Holocaust, 49
43 See: Kinga Frojimovics, Bürokratikus időhúzás. Kikeresztelkedők és visszatérők 1938 után a Pesti Izraelita
Hitközségben [Bureaucratic Dragging. Baptised and Returning after 1938 to the Pest Jewish Community], in:
Egyházfórum 29 (2014) 2-3, 11-18.
44 See for example: Michael B., HVT 3796, who was born in Vienna in 1931, but moved with his parents to Budapest in 1941. His mother was Catholic, while he and his father converted in Vienna before the move to Hungary. As he recalled the help from the Vatican: “She (i.e. the mother) would go outside and went to the Vatican
Embassy and pestered them until they gave her a protection letter. So we were protected by the Vatican and it
was signed by the Pope. The Pope never saw it.”
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The Impact of Conversion on Jewish Identity and Belonging as Revealed
in the Fortunoff Video Archive Testimonies
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Conversion had a significant impact on the life and sense of belonging of the converts, even if the conversion itself was temporary.45 Most survivors, who, we should
not forget, were children during the war, speak of conversion in very bleak tones, as
betrayal, shame, and embarrassment. Susan M., who was born in Budapest and almost converted as a small child in Hungary to avoid persecution, described her experience in these terms:
“I felt somehow that God was watching us and if anything this was gonna be
the cause of our perishing, the next air raid or whatever, just because we were
doing it. It was like, like being a traitor and I was always terribly ashamed. I
am not ashamed of anything else associated with the Holocaust and I practically talk about anything else, but this is something I’ve always been very
embarrassed about […].”46
Peter B., who was born in Budapest in 1928, spoke about the mandatory catechisation classes and elaborated: “If I was going to survive, it was important that I have
the inner sense of being Christian. I had to be the perfect actor, in a sense.” He summarised the entire experience saying: “I consider this process as really destructive. I
think my soul was executed in the process of conversion; I did not feel this as a kid,
but in retrospect, this is how I feel. It has taken me years to come to terms with what
I did.”47
In a few cases, the experience of conversion was explicitly denied, although the
recollection of events was imbued with an ostensibly glorious narrative of resistance.
One such example is Susan B., born in Michalovce, Czechoslovakia (today Slovakia),
in 1927. During the Holocaust, her father asked a friend who was a village priest to
convert the family as a way of avoiding deportation. The priest insisted on catechisation classes and baptism. “So my father, mother, sister, and brother converted. I was
an idealist and I refused to convert. But he was a very nice man, and he said that he
could not make someone with such strong beliefs convert, so he just gave me the
papers.” In 1949, Susan emigrated to Israel (in 1958 she moved to the USA) and
maintained strong links with Judaism.48 In some other cases, the grown-up survivors dismissed the importance of conversion in a desire to emphasise their Jewishness, although it is clear from the testimonies that the experience had a longstanding
emotional impact. Nadia R. was born in Bratislava in 1938. She was baptised in a
Protestant church when she was four. The way she retold the story of her baptismal
ceremony demonstrates the internal tensions between acknowledging the importance of the event as her first memory and denying its importance:
“– What does it mean? Do you mean baptism?
– Baptism, yeah, I remember it very, very clearly and that was sort of very
courageous people from the, mostly Protestant, the Lutheran Church did it.
[…]
– Did you have a ceremony?
– Yes, I remember the ceremony.
– What was that?
45 For a discussion of the psychological impact of conversion on Jewish identity, see: Prot-Klinger, Broken Identity, 239-246.
46 Susan M., HVT 537.
47 Peter B., HVT 2736.
48 Susan B., HVT 2008.
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– Well, it was in a church. I must have been three or four, so, it was in a
church and for me I don’t remember synagogues before, maybe I was in one,
but I don’t remember. This was my first, you know, and … it didn’t make a
big splash in my life at that time; it was something which I went through.
Only later in life I really knew what it was all about, so no, there was no Jewish education in my life at that time and no identity I have to say.”49
The internal voice of consciousness, which led many survivors to talk about conversion as betrayal, was sometimes matched by some form of outside opprobrium.50
In some Jewish communities, converts were not welcomed back as they were no
longer seen as Jews. This implicit pressure can be felt in the Fortunoff testimonies
when the survivors tried to answer unasked questions, to minimise the importance
of their conversion, or all of a sudden to bring up Israel or their involvement in Holocaust education as a way of emphasising their Jewish belonging.51 In some other
cases, they retold the story of attempted conversion in very glorious tones, highlighting their resistance and devotedness to Judaism.52
In the Fortunoff collection, there are examples where the different experiences of
persecution during the Holocaust impacted members of the same family who had
converted to Christianity differently.53 Nicholas P., for example, was born in Budapest in 1912. He and his brother converted to Catholicism as children. They both
survived the Holocaust, Nicholas in Hungary and his brother as a Catholic priest in
Italy. Nicholas, who was persecuted in Hungary, returned to Judaism immediately
after the war, while his brother, who was not affected by the Holocaust, remained a
Christian. In other cases, children who were hidden in the same place experienced
conversion and post-war tensions of belonging in very different ways.54
Jews who converted before or during the Holocaust in Germany and/or France
generally retold the story of conversion and attachment to Christianity in more positive terms, without shadows of betrayal or embarrassment. That is probably because
these communities were rather secularised. An excellent example, although not singular, is Paulette G., who was born in Paris in 1933 and was hidden during the Holocaust by a Catholic family. She described Catholicism and her experience as a convert in these terms:
“I think that, Catholicism for me stood me in good stead, it gave me a discipline, it game some comfort, and it allowed me not to go astray someway, you
know, I had something to hold on to. This religion called Catholicism. And I
had a lot of fears about things, because no one could teach me anything, so I
had to teach it myself, and through religion, I think, through Catholicism, I
was able to hold on to certain values and ethics that allowed me to carry on
with my life, you see, because I had little else to hold on to. So, in fact it was a
great help to grow up with this kind of thing, and as young adults to be able
to fall back on something like this, because I did believe for a long time.”
49 Nadia R., HVT 3132.
50 See the case of Berthe B., HVT 2668, who was born in Paris in 1935. She spoke of how the Jewish community
was highly critical of the fact that her parents sent her to a Catholic school.
51 See for example: Nadia R., HVT 3132.
52 See for example the case of Judith S. HVT 1263, who was born in Szeged in 1929. She explained that, when
offered the possibility of conversion, her father declared: “We won’t change our religion. We were born as Jews,
we will die as Jews if we have to. The religion is not a coat that you can change with the season.”
53 Nicholas P., HVT 575.
54 See the joint testimony of Jacques F., David I., and Paul S. HVT 1792. They were hidden in a Belgian village, but
they did not know about each other until after the war. They remembered conversion and relations to various
Catholic individuals in significantly different ways.
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Paullette was also open during the interview about her continued belief in Christianity after the war and the dilemmas of identity raised by this reality:
“You know, my belief in Christianity did not stop when the war ended. It
continued on for a long, long time. And my identity crisis as a Jew and as a
Christian was very difficult. And it began to take shape after I married my
husband who was an American Jewish man. And so it was a conflict, a great
crisis up until that point. Was I a Jew, was I a Christian? And when I met my
husband I finally found a peaceful way to resolve that problem. It was quite
comfortable being a Jew again.”55
There are a few other Fortunoff testimonies expressing the same attachment to
Christianity. Denise B., who was born in Paris in 1934, said: “One of the nuns began to
give me private lessons on Catholicism. I became very attached to Virgin Mary. I began
to pray fervently because I thought that this would bring my mother back. […]
Catholicism helped me to think straight, my mind was such a blur.”56 Henri B., who
was born in Paris in 1927 and baptised in a Catholic church while in hiding with his
mother and siblings in a little village outside Paris, was also appreciative of the structure Christian belief and ritual gave him: “I told you before that I was very religious. It
kept me occupied during my entire deportation, I always prayed. I think it helped me.
When you get beaten, and then say ‘forgive them, they know not what they do,’ perhaps
it changes something. It also imposed rules on me, things I did or did not do.”57 Usually, the attachment was rather to Christianity as an idea. Only in a few cases, such as
those of Hans Frei (HVT 170) and Walter Ziffer (HVT 1475), who became committed
Christian theologians/pastors, was the attachment more than that, as they expressed a
clear commitment to the religious/ritual tenets of their respective denominations.
In several situations, as in the case of Paulette G. discussed above, Fortunoff survivors who converted during the Holocaust were rather willing to make peace with their
hybrid identities. This was also the case with Hans Frei, who was born in Breslau, Germany (today Wrocław in Poland), in 1922. His parents converted to Christianity in
their early adulthood and Hans was baptised at birth. In 1938, the entire family emigrated to the US. After the war, Hans Frei became a prestigious Professor of Theology
at Yale Divinity School. Although his case is different in many respects (see Hans Frei’s
annotated edition on the Fortunoff Video Archive of Holocaust testimonies website
for more details), he expressed the same dilemmas about identity and belonging:
“The problem really for me is that I am far more than a good many other
people at once an outsider to Jewishness and an insider […]. And yet I think
I find in that book (i.e. Saul Friedlander, When memory comes), I found part
of the same vein. A kind of inability to get two halves of his personality together again, except in a very tenuous way. Well, that’s true for me too.58

Conclusion

ARTICLE

The Fortunoff video archive provides a great array of testimonies from survivors
who converted to Christianity before, during, or, in a very few instances, after the
Holocaust. They were interviewed in different locations in the USA, Canada, Europe, and Israel. As a result, we have not only a large number of testimonies, but a
55
56
57
58

Paulette G., HVT 2170.
Denise B., HVT 2172.
Henri B., HVT 2154.
Hans F., HVT 170.
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wealth of information about the ways in which the Holocaust and conversions were
experienced in many European countries. The testimonies provide valuable information on antisemitic policies in these countries, but also on the attitudes of religious institutions and individuals towards Jews and on the effect of conversion on
the life and belonging of the survivors.
Apart from the wealth of historical details, some of them probably missed because of the large number of testimonies looked at in a short time (and this is a strong
argument for a closer look at this source, especially in light of the new online platform that is being implemented by the Fortunoff Video Archive), the aspect really
standing out is the fascinating insight these sources offer on the impact of conversion
on Jewish lives, identities, and belonging. The attachment of Jews who converted to
the Christian community in particular has been easily dismissed and needs further,
more insightful exploration.59
Yaakov Ariel pointed out that conversions during and after the Holocaust “involved massive formations of identities weaving elements together in new reconfigurations”. This process was not without pain, on the contrary: In comparison to many
human beings who went through their lives without being much concerned about
their “identities”, Jews who converted to Christianity had to adapt, to learn skills in
assuming new identities, to reinvent and reconfigure themselves constantly, “to recreate and plant themselves successfully, albeit not without pain, in new and often
hostile communal and spiritual territories”.60
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In 2018, on the occasion of the eightieth anniversary of the enactment of the Racial Laws in
Italy, Italian universities apologised for their support of the antisemitic campaign launched
by the fascist regime in the late 1930s. Such a valuable and remarkable event would have been
unlikely without the impetus of an increasing amount of research, which, especially in the
last twenty years, has investigated Italian academic institutions as the preferred forum for
the incubation, development, and implementation of fascist racism and antisemitism. This
paper discusses the most relevant issues addressed by recent scholarship dealing with the
topic. Furthermore, it highlights the need to explore to a greater extent the relationship between Jewish academics and Italian fascism.

The eightieth anniversary of the enactment of the 1938 Racial Laws in Italy was
marked by huge numbers of initiatives such as conferences, exhibitions, and other
public events in numerous cities. This is not surprising, given the special sensitivity
to the issue of Jewish persecution in fascist Italy that has been developing in public
conscience in Italy over the last thirty years. However, this time something new happened, which deserves close consideration: On 20 September 2018, the deans of all
the major Italian universities gathered in Pisa to publicly apologise for the implementation of the measures that saw Jewish professors and students being expelled
from all academic institutions.1 It has taken a long time for the Italian universities to
acknowledge their responsibility in participating in the antisemitic campaign put in
place by Mussolini’s regime. This can be explained by considering the long-standing
belief that the universities, and more generally the world of culture, did not compromise with fascism and that scholars, who would become the future ruling class of
democratic, republican Italy, were inspired by antifascist values. On the contrary, the
Racial Laws enjoyed extensive approval among intellectuals and academics, as Renzo
De Felice first denounced in his pioneering work on the ‘Jewish question’ in fascist
Italy, which appeared in 1961.2 According to Angelo Ventura, who addressed the
issue much later, “long would be […] the list of university professors, scholars, writers, journalists, and intellectuals of different professions who actively contributed, by
1		 This event, which was called Cerimonia delle scuse e del ricordo (Ceremony of Apology and Commemoration),
was reported in the international press, too. See: Anna Momigliano, Italy’s Universities to Apologize for antiJewish Laws that Aped Nazi Germany, in: Haaretz, 1 September 2018. The choice of Pisa as the meeting place
was not random: The first decree implementing the Racial Laws was signed by King Vittorio Emanuele III on
5 September 1938 at the royal estate in San Rossore on the outskirts of Pisa.
2		 Renzo De Felice, The Jews in Fascist Italy. A History, translated by Robert Lawrence Miller, preface by Michael
A. Ledeen, New York 2001, 374-379.
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their writings and authority, to the racist campaign”.3 It is thus understandable,
though not justifiable, that Italian culture remained silent for so long on the fascist
persecution of Jews.
No one today questions, as Gabriele Turi already wrote in 1989, “the importance,
if not the centrality, of academia, intellectuals, and culture in the anti-Jewish campaign” unleashed by Mussolini’s regime.4 Indeed, it is widely acknowledged that Italian academics played a crucial role in launching the racial crusade. As a case in point,
the document Il fascismo e i problemi della razza (Fascism and the Problems of Race,
better known as the Manifesto of Racist Scientists), published in July 1938, which represented the starting point of state racism, was authored by university-affiliated
scholars.5
It is, therefore, no coincidence that the education sector was the first to be hit by
the antisemitic measures, which were implemented with particular zeal by the administrative officers. The Minister of National Education, Giuseppe Bottai, who is
regarded as a protector of those intellectuals who were destined to play a leading role
in post-fascist Italy, stood out for his determination to expel Jews from schools and
universities. Even before the Racial Laws came into force, he adopted a series of administrative provisions aimed at restricting Jewish access to educational institutions
and their activities.6 In light of this behaviour, Michele Sarfatti described Bottai as a
“resolute supporter of an abrupt, absolute, and immediate Aryanisation”.7
The exclusion of Jews from the universities inflicted major damage on Italian
scholarship and culture. At that time, the Jewish presence in the scholarly community was disproportionately high compared to the small fraction of the Italian population who were Jewish (little more than 0.1 percent). The fact that around seven percent of teaching staff was hit by the Racial Laws evinces that the proportion of Jews
in the universities was 70 times greater than in the general population. The academic
world stands out as the sector of national life in which the Jews were probably best
represented.8
This reflects the characteristic path of integration of the Jews into the Italian nation described by Arnaldo Momigliano, who suggested that “the transition from the
3		 Angelo Ventura, Sugli intellettuali di fronte al fascismo negli ultimi anni del regime [On the Intellectuals in
the Face of Fascism in the Last Years of the Regime], in: Idem (ed.), Sulla crisi del regime fascista 1938–1943. La
società italiana dal “consenso” alla Resistenza [On the Crisis of the Fascist Regime 1938–1943. Italian Society
from “Consent” to the Resistance]. Proceedings of the International Conference held in Padua, 4–6 November
1993, Venice 1996, 365-386, here 370.
4 Gabriele Turi, Ruolo e destino degli intellettuali nella politica razziale del regime [The Role and Destiny of
Intellectuals in the Racial Politics of the Regime], in: La legislazione antiebraica in Italia e in Europa [AntiJewish Legislation in Italy and Europe]. Proceedings of the Conference on the Occasion of the Fiftieth Anniversary of the Racial Laws (Rome, 17–18 October 1988), Rome 1989, 95-121, here 97.
5 See: Ruth Ben-Ghiat, Italian Universities under Fascism, in: John Connelly/Michael Grüttner (ed.), Universities under Dictatorship, University Park, PA 2005, 45-73, here 67.
6 For more detailed information, see: Giorgio Israel, Il fascismo e la razza. La scienza italiana e le politiche razziali del regime [Fascism and Race. Italian Science and the Racial Politics of the Regime], Bologna 2010, 203231; Michele Sarfatti, La scuola, gli ebrei e l’arianizzazione attuata da Giuseppe Bottai [The School, the Jews,
and the Aryanisation Implemented by Giuseppe Bottai], in: Davide Bonetti/Riccardo Bottoni/Grazia Giargia
De Maio/Maria Grazia Zanaboni (ed.), I licei G. Berchet e G. Carducci durante il fascismo e la resistenza [The
High Schools G. Berchet and G. Carducci during Fascism and the Resistance]. Proceedings of three Afternoons of Studies: Milan, High School “G. Carducci”, 20 February, 9 March, and 20 April 1995, Milan 1996,
37-66, here 42-47.
7 Michele Sarfatti, Mussolini contro gli ebrei. Cronaca dell’elaborazione delle leggi del 1938 [Mussolini against
the Jews. A Chronicle of the Development of the 1938 Laws], Turin 1994, 101.
8 See: Michele Sarfatti, Per un censimento degli effetti della legislazione antiebraica nelle università [For a Survey
of the Effects of the Anti-Jewish Legislation on Universities], in: Valeria Galimi/Giovanna Procacci (ed.), “Per
la difesa della razza”. L’applicazione delle leggi antiebraiche nelle università italiane [“For the Defense of the
Race”. The Implementation of the Anti-Jewish Laws in the Italian Universities], Milan 2009, 211-217, here 216.
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ghetto to the upper class happened more frequently in Jewish families through entry
into the civil service and the universities than through prospering economic activ
ities”.9 That does not mean that the Italian case was unique. Undoubtedly, it indicates
a radically different situation from the societies of Central Europe, such as Germany
and Austria-Hungary, in which bureaucratic discrimination made it extremely difficult for the Jews to gain public appointments unless they converted to Christianity.10 On the other hand, the Italian path to Jewish emancipation appears not to be so
different from that which took place in France from the Revolution of 1789 until its
final accomplishment in the Third Republic.11 However, it would be a mistake to
characterise the choice of French and Italian Jews to enter into civil service as representative of the whole of Western Europe. As Hans Daalder argued with reference to
the Dutch case, “in the universities, the number of Jewish professors was far from
numerous, with the possible exception of the law faculties”.12
The high percentage of Jews in Italian academic institutions makes this a very appropriate field of investigation to assess the devastating impact of fascism’s anti
semitic policy and its long-term effects.13 In this context, it is worth recalling that
Italian universities expelled distinguished academics and promising scholars, some
of whom would later be awarded the Nobel Prize.14 The blow caused to Italian culture by the enactment of the Racial Laws was effectively expressed in the words spoken fifty years later by the eminent scholar Eugenio Garin, who had been personally
affected by that event.15 The list of academics removed from the universities, he affirmed,
“includes many of the most illustrious scientists, historians, philosophers,
and jurists, who for a long time honoured Italian culture and academia,
9 Arnaldo Momigliano, Essays on Ancient and Modern Judaism, edited and with an introduction by Silvia
Berti, translated by Maura Masella-Gayley, Chicago/London 1994, 129. The historian of antiquity Momiglia
no was himself a victim of the Racial Laws. Following his dismissal as Professor of Roman History at the
University of Turin, he moved to the United Kingdom. For a biographical profile, see: Riccardo Di Donato,
Arnaldo Momigliano, in: Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani [Biographical Dictionary of Italians], 75, Rome
2011, 475-481.
10 See the remarks by Todd M. Endelman, Leaving the Jewish Fold. Conversion and Radical Assimilation in
Modern Jewish History, Princeton/Oxford 2015, 103-105.
11 For an effective summary of the French case, see: Pierre Birnbaum, Between Social and Political Assimilation.
Remarks on the History of the Jews in France, in: Pierre Birnbaum/Ira Katznelson (ed.), Paths of Emancipation. Jews, States, and Citizenship, Princeton 1995, 94-127.
12 Hans Daalder, Dutch Jews in a Segmented Society, in: Birnbaum/Katznelson (ed.), Paths of Emancipation,
37-58, here 53.
13 On this point, see: Roberto Finzi, The Damage to Italian Culture. The Fate of Jewish University Professors in
Fascist Italy and After, 1938–1946, in: Joshua D. Zimmerman (ed.), Jews in Italy under Fascist and Nazi Rule,
1922–1945, Cambridge 2005, 96-113, here 103-105; Giorgio Israel, The Expulsion of Jewish Professors from
University Science Departments during Fascism, in: Telos 164 (Fall 2013), 97-115, here 107-109.
14 This was the case with (1) the physicist Emilio Segré, a full professor at the University of Palermo, who moved
to the United States and received the Nobel Prize in Physics in 1959; (2) the microbiologist Salvatore (Salvador)
Luria, a postgraduate at the University of Rome, who also emigrated to the United States and received the
Prize for Physiology or Medicine in 1969; (3) the neurobiologist Rita Levi Montalcini, a postgraduate at the
University of Turin, who remained in Italy, survived the Holocaust, and was awarded the Prize for Physiology
or Medicine in 1986; and (4) the economist Franco Modigliani, still a student at the University of Rome in
1938, who moved first to Paris and then, after briefly returning to Rome to discuss his thesis and receive his
degree, to the United States, who received the Prize for Economic Science in 1985. Another Italian Nobel Prize
winner, the physicist Enrico Fermi, was also a victim of the Racial Laws, not because he was himself Jewish but
because he had married a Jewish woman. Fermi received the Nobel Prize in Physics in the autumn of 1938, just
as Mussolini’s regime was implementing the anti-Jewish legislation. Taking advantage of the trip to Stockholm for the award ceremony, he and his family departed for the United States, where he was employed in the
project to develop the atomic bomb.
15 Garin replaced his teacher Ludovico Limentani in teaching moral philosophy at the University of Florence. It
was Limentani’s wish that his student took over from him, as Garin himself later recalled. See: Eugenio Garin,
Intervista sull’intellettuale [Interview on the Intellectual], edited by Mario Ajello, Rome/Bari 1997, 48.
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masters who formed generations of researchers and scholars, people who
fought for the common fatherland, integrated in the history of the nation
whose sons they were. Their sudden ‘dismissal’ left a gaping hole and an inerasable feeling of guilt and shame in those who did not prevent it.”16
Therefore, apologies by Italian universities for their compliance with the Racial
Laws, even if belated, are not without value. It must be said, however, that they would
hardly have been issued if it were not for the impetus of an increasing amount of research which, especially in the last twenty years, has investigated Italian academic
institutions as the preferred forum for the incubation, development, and implementation of fascist racism and antisemitism. This article aims chiefly to discuss the most
relevant issues explored by such studies: (1) the impact of the Racial Laws on universities; (2) the lack of opposition by the academic community to the exclusion of Jewish scholars, with the controversial case of Giovanni Gentile being the main focus of
attention; (3) the role played by Italian scientists in the development of fascist racism;
and (4) the approval by fascist students of the antisemitic campaign. It is worth noting that issues such as these also represent an integral part of the historiographical
work on the antisemitic policies of National Socialism in German universities, which
provides valuable suggestions for new comparative research.17 Finally, this paper addresses the need to explore to a greater extent an aspect that is peculiar to the Italian
case: Jewish scholars’ support for the fascist regime.

The Impact of the Racial Laws on Universities

ARTICLE

The great array of studies focusing on the implementation of anti-Jewish legislation at Italian universities and academic institutions enables us to quantify with
some precision the extent of the exclusions, not only in general but more and more
by exploring individual local cases.18 The data collected shows that altogether 96 full
16 Eugenio Garin, Fascismo, antisemitismo e cultura italiana [Fascism, Antisemitism, and Italian Culture], in:
Conseguenze culturali delle leggi razziali in Italia [Cultural Consequences of the Racial Laws in Italy] (Rome,
11 May 1989) (=Atti dei Convegni Lincei [Proceedings of the Lincei Conferences], 84), Rome 1990, 9-24, here
24.
17 Scholarship has highlighted that in the Third Reich (a) the dismissal of all non-Aryans from the universities,
which began in the spring of 1933 and ended in 1937, took place almost without protests; (b) pro-Nazi students
actively worked toward the dismissal of Jewish academics by blacklisting them or boycotting their lessons; and
(c) scientists in the fields of ethnology and eugenics showed an absolute willingness to put their expertise at the
service of the regime’s racial policies. For an exhaustive account of the impact of Nazi politics on academic
institutions, see: Michael Grüttner, German Universities under the Swastika, in: Connelly/Grütner (ed.), Universities, 75-111; Konrad H. Jarausch, Universität und Nationalsozialismus. Aspekte einer erschreckenden
Beziehung, in: Regina Fritz/Grzegorz Rossoliński-Liebe/Jana Starek (ed.), Alma Mater Antisemitica. Akademisches Milieu, Juden und Antisemitismus an den Universitäten Europas zwischen 1918 und 1939, Vienna
2016, 21-36.
18 In this regard, the following are worth mentioning: Angelo Ventura, Le leggi razziali all’Università di Padova
[The Racial Laws at the University of Padua], in: Idem (ed.), L’università dalle leggi razziali alla Resistenza [The
University from the Racial Laws to the Resistance], Proceedings of the Day of the Italian University on the
Fiftieth Anniversary of Liberation (Padua, 29 May 1995), Padua 1996, 131-204; Idem, La persecuzione fascista
contro gli ebrei nell’università italiana [The Fascist Persecution of Jews in the Italian University], in: Rivista
Storica Italiana [Italian Historical Review] 109 (1997), 121-197; Roberto Finzi, L’università italiana e le leggi
antiebraiche [The Italian University and the Anti-Jewish Laws], Rome 1997; Francesca Cavarocchi/Alessandra Minerbi, Politica razziale e persecuzione antiebraica nell’ateneo fiorentino [Racial Politics and Anti-Jewish Persecution at the Florentine Athenaeum], in: Enzo Collotti (ed.), Razza e fascismo. La persecuzione contro gli ebrei in Toscana (1938–1943) [Race and Fascism. The Persecution of Jews in Tuscany (1938–1943)],
Rome 1999, 467-510; Gabriele Turi, L’università di Firenze e la persecuzione razziale [The University of Flo
rence and Racial Persecution], in: Italia contemporanea [Contemporary Italy] 28 (2000), 227-248; Elisa Signori, Le leggi razziali e le comunità accademiche. Casi, problemi, percorsi nel contesto lombardo [The Racial
Laws and the Academic Communities. Cases, Problems, and Paths in the Lombard Context], in: Antonio
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professors, no fewer than 141 assistants and associates, and no fewer than 207 qualified lecturers were expelled. So, the total number greatly exceeds 400, not including
administrative staff expelled from the service of the Ministry of National Education
and the individual universities, which remains unrecorded.19 Likewise, no precise
estimate can be given as to the number of students banned from the universities. It
has to be taken into account that, according to the antisemitic legislation, Jewish
students enrolled before 1938 were allowed to complete their course of studies. It has
been conservatively estimated that there were around 1,000 Italian Jewish students
enrolled in academic years beyond the first year in the autumn of 1938. A census
carried out by the Ministry of National Education in February 1938 moreover
counted 1,344 foreign Jewish students registered in Italian universities in the academic year 1937/1938.20 The majority were enrolled in the medical faculties and concentrated in the universities of northern Italy. They were mainly refugees from
countries that had been experiencing academic antisemitism, such as Romania, Poland, Hungary, and Germany.21 It is noteworthy that among the foreign Jewish students who could undertake their degree in Italy, there were scholars who would go
on to play a relevant role in the academic life of the countries to which they eventually emigrated.22
The most accurate investigations have so far been conducted in the university
centres of Bologna, Florence, Padua, Pisa, Trieste, Turin, and in those of Lombardy.
Surprisingly, some important universities, such as those in Genoa and above all
Rome, have still not been paid sufficient attention.23 The case of the Sapienza Univer-

19
20

21

22

ARTICLE

23

Casella/Alessandra Ferraresi/Giuseppe Giuliani/Elisa Signori (ed.), Una difficile modernità. Tradizioni di
ricerca e comunità scientifiche in Italia 1890–1940 [A Difficult Modernity. Traditions of Research and Scholarly Communities in Italy 1890–1940], Pavia 2000, 431-486; Gian Paolo Brizzi, Bologna 1938: Silence and
Remembering. The Racial Laws and the Foreign Jewish Students at the University of Bologna, with a preface
by Rita Levi-Montalcini, Bologna 2002; Annalisa Capristo, L’espulsione degli ebrei dalle accademie italiane
[The Expulsion of Jews from the Italian Academies], Turin 2002; Domenico Mirri/Stefano Arieti (ed.), La cattedra negata. Dal giuramento di fedeltà al fascismo alle leggi razziali nell’Università di Bologna [The Negated
Chair. From the Oath of Loyalty to the Racial Laws at the University of Bologna], Bologna 2002; Le leggi antiebraiche del 1938, le società scientifiche e la scuola in Italia [The Anti-Jewish Laws of 1938, the Scientific Societies, and Academia in Italy], Conference Proceedings, Rome, 26–27 November 2008, Rome 2009; Francesca
Pelini/Ilaria Pavan, La doppia epurazione. L’Università di Pisa e le leggi razziali tra guerra e dopoguerra [The
Double Purge. The University of Pisa and the Racial Laws between War and Post-War], Bologna 2009; Galimi/
Procacci (ed.), “Per la difesa della razza”; Valeria Graffone, Espulsioni immediate. L’Università di Torino e le
leggi razziali, 1938 [Immediate Expulsions. The University of Turin and the Racial Laws, 1938], presentation
by Gianmaria Ajani, Dean of the University of Turin, with a preface by Fabio Levi, Turin 2018.
See: Sarfatti, Per un censimento, 211-217, here 214-215.
The highest numbers of foreign Jewish students were recorded in Bologna and Pisa. See: Elisa Signori, Contro
gli studenti. La persecuzione antiebraica negli atenei italiani e le comunità studentesche [Against the Students.
Anti-Jewish Persecution in the Italian Universities and Student Communities], in: Galimi/Procacci, “Per la
difesa della razza”, 173-210, here 177, 185.
On this point, see: Klaus Voigt, Zuflucht auf Widerruf. Exil in Italien, 1933–1945, 2 vols., Stuttgart 1989–1993,
Vol. 1, 213-220; Agnes Katalin Kelemen, The Exiles of the Hungarian Numerus Clausus in Italy, in: Judaica
Olomoucensia 2014, 1-2, 56-103.
Ephraim Urbach, a student in Rome, was president of Israel’s Academy of Sciences and Humanities; Nicolai
Rubinstein, a student in Florence, became one of the most renowned historians of the Renaissance period after
moving to the United Kingdom; as a young student of the Medical Faculty, Lothar Kalinowsky began to do
research in the field of electroshock therapy, which he further developed in the United States; while Albert
Otto Hirschmann, a student in Trieste, became an influential economist and taught in the United States. See:
Voigt, Zuflucht, 220.
For a preliminary investigation, see: Maria Stella Rollandi, Le leggi razziali e l’università di Genova. Prime
ricerche [The Racial Laws and the University of Genoa. Preliminary Research] in: Atti della Società Ligure di
Storia Patria [Proceedings of the Ligurian Society for Homeland History], New Series 42 (2002) 2, 477-493;
and Fabio Franceschi, Le leggi antiebraiche del 1938 e la loro applicazione nella Facoltà giuridica della R. Università degli Studi di Roma [The Anti-Jewish Laws and their Implementation in the Faculty of Law at the Royal
University of Rome], in: Stato, Chiese e pluralismo confessionale [State, Churches, and Confessional Pluralism], online journal (www.statoechiese.it) 38 (2014), 1-69.
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sity of Rome is particularly remarkable: After the advent of fascism, it achieved a
prominent position within the national framework due to the special care that the
regime devoted to its development. It was an ambition of Mussolini himself to make
the Italian capital’s university the main centre of learning in the country. Therefore,
it experienced an unprecedented expansion under fascism, becoming the biggest
Athenaeum in Italy.24 Also largely missing from the historiographical recognition of
the impact of fascist antisemitism on the academic environment are the universities
of southern Italy, with the partial exception of Naples.25
From the investigations conducted so far, it has emerged that in some cases (such
as Trieste and Bologna) the rate of exclusion was considerably higher than the national average.26 At the same time, it has been confirmed that the ‘measures for the
defence of the race’ were diligently and zealously implemented almost everywhere.
Only the University of Pisa seems to have partially escaped this reality, as both the
anti-Jewish laws and the directives from the Ministry of National Education with
regard to the racist orientation of teaching are reported to have been carried out
without the enthusiasm that has been noted in other cases.27

The Controversial Case of Giovanni Gentile’s Attitude to the Racial Laws

ARTICLE

Recent scholarship corroborates the view that no substantial opposition to the racial campaign came out of the academic sector. However, the position held by the
philosopher Giovanni Gentile raised a lively debate that is worth dwelling on, if only
because he was one of the most influential intellectuals of Mussolini’s regime. As
Minister of Public Education from October 1922 to July 1924, Gentile led a major
reform of the Italian educational system. In 1925, he launched the most ambitious
cultural project of fascist Italy, the Enciclopedia Italiana di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti
(Italian Encyclopaedia of Sciences, Letters, and Arts), of which he was editor until
1943. Gentile was appointed president of the Istituto Nazionale Fascista di Cultura
(National Fascist Institute of Culture) in 1925, a position he held until 1937. Three
years later, he was placed at the head of the prestigious Scuola Normale Superiore
(Superior Normal School) in Pisa. According to De Felice, Gentile was the only one
among the leading fascist intellectuals who after the racial campaign was unleashed
was “able to avoid the uproar of those years”.28 Successive studies challenging this
interpretation argued that Gentile’s attitude to fascist antisemitism had to be reconsidered, given that he rejected racism but never publicly opposed the antisemitic turn
of the fascist regime. Therefore, Gentile would share with the academic community
the blame for remaining silent in the face of the racial campaign. By avoiding open
24 For further information, see Maria Rosa Di Simone, Università degli Studi di Roma “La Sapienza” [University
of Rome “La Sapienza”], in: Gian Paolo Brizzi/Piero Del Negro/Andrea Romano (ed.), Storia delle Università
in Italia [The History of the University in Italy], Vol. 3, Messina 2007, 124-128.
25 On this point, see: Gloria Chianese, Le leggi antiebraiche. Il caso napoletano tra scuola e università [The AntiJewish Laws. The Neapolitan Case between School and University], in: Galimi/Procacci (ed.), “Per la difesa
della razza”, 159-172.
26 Four full professors out of 13 were expelled from the University of Trieste. See: Anna Vinci, L’università di
Trieste e le leggi razziali [The University of Trieste and the Racial Laws], in: Galimi/Procacci (ed.), “Per la difesa della razza”, 73-87, here 79. In Bologna, eleven full professors out of 86 (almost 13 per cent) and 21 qualified
lecturers out of 219 (about 10 per cent) were dismissed. See: Simona Salustri, L’ateneo bolognese e la politica
della razza [The Bolognese Athenaeum and the Politics of Race], ibid., 89-109, here 92-94.
27 See: Francesca Pelini/Ilaria Pavan, La persecuzione razziale nell’ateneo pisano [The Racial Persecution in the
Pisan Athenaeum], in: Galimi/Procacci (ed.), “Per la difesa della razza”, 111-138, here 125, 131-134.
28 De Felice, Jews, 375.
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expressions of disagreement with the anti-Jewish measures, he chose to align with
the regime’s politics.29
Yet several Jewish scholars hit by the Racial Laws requested Gentile’s help in order
to escape the consequences of discrimination and, in some cases, to find a new academic position abroad, as a well-researched study by Paolo Simoncelli shows. Gentile was regarded by his Jewish colleagues as a trusted bulwark against racist antisemitism, which had no place in his intellectual and scholarly activity carried out
under fascism.30 In the context of the efforts made by Gentile on behalf of some victims of racial persecution, the case of Paul Oskar Kristeller is well known. With the
advent of the Nazi regime, Kristeller, a young Jewish German scholar of the Renaissance, had been forced to give up his academic career in Germany and had settled in
Italy. Thanks to Gentile, in the late spring of 1935, Kristeller was appointed as a German language instructor at the Scuola Normale Superiore in Pisa. When fascism
unleashed its antisemitic campaign, Gentile requested an audience with Mussolini
in order to plead the case for Kristeller and other Jewish scholars. This attempt was
not successful, but Gentile’s friends who were forced to leave Italy because of the Racial Laws did not forget his benevolent approach, maintaining correspondence with
him from their new lands of asylum. Not only Kristeller, who settled in the United
States, but also the philosopher Rodolfo Mondolfo, who secured a new position as a
university professor in Argentina with Gentile’s help; the scholar of Greek philosophy Richard Walzer, who relocated to the United Kingdom; the philosopher Isacco
Schaky, who found refuge in Palestine; the economist Gino Arias, who moved to
Argentina; and the historian of Christianity Alberto Pincherle, who also emigrated
to South America – all remained bound to Gentile by sincere gratitude.31
Thus, it is evident that Gentile cannot be accused of disregarding the fate of Jewish
colleagues. Even if his behaviour in Kristeller’s case can be explained as essentially
motivated by the desire to protect the autonomy of the Scuola Normale Superiore
and to maintain the high scholarly standards of its teaching staff,32 it should nevertheless lead to an evaluation of Gentile’s role in more positive terms. Indeed, he tried
– albeit cautiously – to prevent the complete subjugation of the academic institutions
and cultural centres in which he was involved to the totalitarian project of the regime
as embodied in the racial campaign. Thus, it seems difficult to deny that Gentile’s
attitude to the Jewish scholars hit by the Racial Laws – especially if one compares it
with the cynicism and opportunism of the vast majority of Italian academics, who
took unscrupulous advantage of the situation to seize the positions thereby vacated
– deserves a more generous appraisal.

29 For this interpretation, see above all: Annalisa Capristo, Italian Intellectuals and the Exclusion of their Jewish
Colleagues from Universities and Academies, in: Telos 164 (Fall 2013), 63-95, here 63-80; Giovanni Rota, Intellettuali, dittatura, razzismo di Stato [Intellectuals, Dictatorship, and State Racism], Milan 2008, 11-49.
30 See: Paolo Simoncelli, “Non credo neanch’io alla razza”. Gentile e i colleghi ebrei [“Neither do I Believe in
Race”. Gentile and his Jewish Colleagues], Florence 2013. A similar approach was adopted by Rosella Faraone,
Giovanni Gentile, “the Philosopher of Fascism”. Cultural Leadership in Fascist and Antisemitic Italy, Lewiston 2017.
31 See: Simoncelli, “Non credo neanch’io alla razza”.
32 This interpretation was suggested by Rota, Intellettuali, 43-44. As is known, Gentile, guided by the same principle, in his capacity as Director of the Scuola Normale Superiore guaranteed support and protection also for
scholars not politically aligned with the fascist regime. On this point, see: Paolo Simoncelli, Cantimori, Gentile e la Normale di Pisa. Profili e documenti [Cantimori, Gentile, and the Normale of Pisa. Profiles and Documents], Milan 1994.
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Italian Scientists and the Development of Racism

ARTICLE

In order to explain the widespread approval that the Racial Laws found in the academic community, one should not overlook the role played by eminent scientists in
the development of race theories, which – although they may have had different orientations and often even been in conflict with each other – paved the way for the
anti-Jewish measures. This is demonstrated by some remarkable studies conducted
since the end of the 1990s that have shed light on the massive involvement of the Italian scientific community in the genesis and growth of fascist racism.33 This did not
arise suddenly as a consequence of Italy’s alliance with Nazi Germany, but developed
over a long period. According to Giorgio Israel, the racial question became crucial in
the politics of fascism from the late 1920s onwards; it was then that Mussolini began
to develop the ambition to change the character of the Italian people and to make
them a ‘master race’.34 Therefore, there was an increasing interest among scientists
regarding the issue of ‘race’, its quantitative growth, and its qualitative improvement,
which was particularly pronounced in fields such as demography, eugenics, and anthropology. The pathologist Nicola Pende, the physiologist Sabato Visco, and the
demographer Corrado Gini were some of the most active scholars participating in
the racial project of the fascist regime.
The commitment of the academic community to this objective had considerable
propagandist effects. It contributed to creating, as Roberto Maiocchi pointed out, “a
racist rhetoric, a racist lexicon, which got Italians accustomed to thinking that the
government was engaged in a politics of care and protection of the quality of the
race”.35 This was regarded as a highly important and worthwhile activity. Thus, well
in advance of the antisemitic campaign, Italian eugenics was committed to encouraging “the dissemination and success of the idea that it was desirable, even necessary,
to fight to make the Italian race a great race”.36 No less relevant was the role played by
demography and its support of the regime’s nativist policy. This was not just dictated
by the intent to avert the risk of a decline in the population, but was also aimed at
creating one of “the most important cultural antecedents” of state racism, namely the
exaltation of the special qualities of “Italian progeny”, which would provide a scientific legitimation for colonial expansionism and generate a sense of superiority over
other peoples.37 So, when fascism unleashed the antisemitic campaign, the ideological ground had already been abundantly prepared for these racist policies to be welcomed in cultural and scholarly circles.
Research focussing on Italian scientists’ involvement with the racial politics of
Mussolini’s regime shows that racist trends were not of marginal relevance in Italian
culture under fascism. They would first be practically executed with the racial policies applied by fascist Italy in Abyssinia. However, it would be a mistake to conclude
that the anti-Jewish legislation was simply an extension of these policies. The development of racist theories that occurred in fascist Italy, as Roberto Finzi explained
well, “does not inevitably imply the antisemitic outcome”. Indeed, “racism toward
colonial peoples cannot be immediately juxtaposed to aversion to Jews. […] There-

33 See in particular: Roberto Maiocchi, Scienza italiana e razzismo fascista [Italian Science and Fascist Racism],
Florence 1999; Aron Gillette, Racial Theory in Fascist Italy, London 2002; Israel, Il fascismo.
34 See: Israel, Il fascismo, 111.
35 Maiocchi, Scienza, 57.
36 Ibid., 61.
37 Ibid., 137-138.
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fore, it is possible to support and adopt a racist policy toward ‘coloured’ peoples without this being necessarily associated with anti-Jewish policies”.38
According to Garin, “it was the increasingly closer link with Nazi Germany that
led to the Racial Laws and persecution”, not the racist views developed by Italian intellectuals.39 This point may be acceptable, provided that the antisemitic turn of fascism is not reduced to an act of deference toward the Nazi ally or a concession to its
demands. What has to be taken into account is the powerful force of attraction exerted by the ‘Third Reich’ on far-right organisations across Europe, which promoted
antisemitism among them.40

Fascist Students and the Antisemitic Campaign

ARTICLE

The support for racism and antisemitism displayed by youths was first reported by
De Felice.41 More recently, studies have emerged exploring in greater depth the world
of fascist university students and highlighting the approval they gave to the racial
campaign. The works of Luca La Rovere42 and Simone Duranti43 in particular have
challenged the traditional interpretative paradigm based on the memoirs of the protagonists of the time, according to which youths had by the mid-1930s already discovered the reactionary character of fascism and reached detachment from the regime. The most famous example of such an approach is the book by Ruggero Zangrandi, Il lungo viaggio attraverso il fascismo (The Long Journey through Fascism),
published in the early 1960s, the central thesis of which was that “fascism failed to
influence the youth of its time, in spite of flatteries and deceptions”.44 On the contrary, newer research shows that the regime’s totalitarian project to create an integrally fascist generation proved to be particularly effective among students. Most
university youths supported the regime’s project, believing that it was the prelude to
a new, superior civilisation. This may explain the enthusiastic approval given by the
Gruppi Universitari Fascisti (Fascist University Groups, GUF) to the racial campaign, which was seen as a crucial aspect of the fight conducted by fascism to get rid
of all cultural and material obstacles that hindered the full achievement of such a
goal.
Duranti’s study emphasised that an antisemitic inclination existed among university youths well in advance of the racist turn of the regime. This is testified by the
vehement campaign against the ‘Jewish influence’ on the economy, unleashed from
1936 by the students of the University of Rome in the pages of their journal, Roma
38 Roberto Finzi, La cultura italiana e le leggi antiebraiche del 1938 [Italian Culture and the Anti-Jewish Laws of
1938], in: Studi Storici. Rivista trimestrale dell’Istituto Gramsci [Historical Studies. Quarterly Journal of the
Gramsci Institute] 49 (2008), 895-929, here 909.
39 Garin, Fascismo, 23.
40 For a thorough analysis of this topic, see: Aristotle Kallis, Fascism and the Jews. From the Internationalisation
of Fascism to a ‘Fascist’ Antisemitism, in: Holocaust Studies. A Journal of Culture and History 15 (2009) 1/2,
15-34; Arnd Bauerkämper, Transnational Fascism. Cross-Border Relations between Regimes and Movements
in Europe, 1922–1939, in: East Central Europe 37 (2010) 2/3, 214-246.
41 See: De Felice, Jews, 379-383.
42 Luca La Rovere, Storia dei GUF. Organizzazione, politica e miti della gioventù universitaria fascista 1919–
1943 [History of the GUF. Organisation, Politics, and Myths of the Fascist University Youth 1919–1943], with
a preface by Bruno Bongiovanni, Turin 2003.
43 Simone Duranti, Lo spirito gregario. I gruppi universitari fascisti tra politica e propaganda (1930–1940) [The
Gregarious Spirit. Fascist University Groups between Politics and Propaganda (1930–1940)], with a preface by
Enzo Collotti, Rome 2008.
44 Ruggero Zangrandi. Il lungo viaggio attraverso il fascismo. Contributo alla storia di una generazione [The
Long Journey through Fascism. A Contribution to the History of a Generation], Milan 1963, 12.
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fascista (Fascist Rome). Their stance on the Spanish Civil War was also emblematic,
namely associating antisemitism and anticommunism. The journals of the GUF invoked the spectre of ‘Judeo-Bolshevism’, endorsing the idea of a clash of civilisations
between Christian fascist spiritual values and ‘Jewish communism’, which was regarded as a grave international threat.
With the official beginning of the racial campaign, the anti-Jewish hostility of fascist university students increased. The Racial Laws were welcomed with enthusiasm
by the GUF, which did not limit its activity to the mere execution of the directives
received.
They pursued antisemitic propaganda with resolution and zeal through various
initiatives such as competitions, workshops, and the creation of new periodicals.
This campaign continued during the war, when the GUF perpetuated the stereotype
of an ‘international Jewish conspiracy’ against the Axis nations. In this context, the
‘Jew’ became the symbol that embodied all the enemies of Nazi fascism, namely
Western democracies and Soviet communism, and enabled antibourgeois and anticommunist beliefs to be held together.45
The strong antisemitic feelings of fascist university students were confirmed by
Nazi representatives in Italy, according to the well-researched study by Kilian Bartikowski, which explored German attitudes toward Italian racial and anti-Jewish
policies. In particular, the reports written by ‘Third Reich’ consuls in various Italian
towns and cities during the violent anti-French demonstrations of December 1938
emphasised that students were enthusiastic about the fascist regime’s pro-German
and racial shift, shouting slogans against Jews and waving swastika flags.46
That having been said, it would be incorrect to argue that the whole student community unanimously supported the antisemitic campaign. In this regard, it is worth
mentioning some testimonies reported by Elisa Signori of leading members of the
fascist university youth such as Ugoberto Alfassio Grimaldi and Luciano Bolis.47
They claimed that Mussolini’s racist turn weakened their fascist faith and, even if it
did not cause an immediate break with the regime and a move toward antifascist
positions, led to an inner struggle for both.
An ambivalent response to the fascist persecution of the Jews came from the Federazione Universitaria Cattolica Italiana (Italian Catholic Federation of University
Students, FUCI), most of whose members at that time were also affiliated to the GUF.
As Jorge Dagnino shows in his history of the FUCI, some Catholic intellectuals, such
as Emilio Guano and Renzo De Sanctis, rejected any kind of antisemitism and declared Christian beliefs to be at odds with anti-Jewish feelings; others, on the con45 See: Duranti, Lo spirito. Similar conclusions have been reached by studies that investigated the activity of the
university fascist groups on a local basis, focussing on the cases of Rome and Bologna. See: Amedeo Osti Guerrazzi, Il nemico perfetto. Il GUF di Roma e l’antisemitismo [The Perfect Enemy. The GUF of Rome and Antisemitism], in: Marina Caffiero (ed.), Le radici storiche dell’antisemitismo. Nuove fonti e ricerche [The Historical Roots of Antisemitism. New Sources and Research]. Proceedings of the Seminar held in Rome, 13–14 December 2007, Rome 2009, 159-187; Simona Salustri, La nuova guardia. Gli universitari bolognesi tra le due
guerre (1919–1943) [The New Guard. The Bolognese University Students between the Two Wars (1919–1943)],
with a preface by Elisa Signori, Bologna 2009. Both these works validate the thesis of a close relationship between the strong antisemitic impulse of fascist students and their approval of the totalitarian project of the
regime.
46 See: Kilian Bartikowski, Der Italienische Antisemitismus im Urteil des Nationalsozialismus 1933–1943 (=Dokumente, Texte, Materialien, 77), Berlin 2013, 111-114.
47 See: Elisa Signori, La gioventù universitaria italiana di fronte alle leggi antiebraiche [Italian University Youth
in the Face of the Anti-Jewish Laws], in: Daniele Menozzi/Andrea Mariuzzo (ed.), A settant’anni dalle leggi
razziali. Profili culturali, giuridici e istituzionali dell’antisemitismo [Seventy Years After the Racial Laws. Cultural, Juridical, and Institutional Aspects of Antisemitism] (=Studi Storici Carocci [Carocci Historical Studies], 162), Rome 2010, 267-303, here 286-291.
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trary, such as Guido Lami, branded the Jews as an unassimilable race and welcomed
their exclusion from Italian universities.48 However, no exhaustive research has yet
been carried out on the reactions of Italian Catholic students to fascist antisemitism.
In any case, there is still a lot to be done in order to capture in a single framework
the attitudes adopted by different sectors of the student community toward the racial
politics of fascism, which is a particularly complex task.

Jewish Scholars and Italian Fascism

ARTICLE

Following the above discussion on the most relevant issues explored by recent
scholarship dealing with the impact of fascist antisemitism on Italian academic institutions, it is worth concluding with an aspect that has so far received less attention: the
relationship between Jewish scholars and the fascist regime. Unfortunately, despite a
great amount of research conducted to date, the biographical and intellectual profiles
of those academics who were dismissed by the universities remains fragmentary.
Therefore, it is not possible at present to obtain a precise understanding of their ideological and political attitudes, especially regarding Mussolini’s regime, and so we are
not yet able to measure the quantitative extent of Jewish academics’ support for fascism. Nevertheless, memoirs by protagonists of that time suggest that a few of them
were involved – even in leading positions, in some cases – in the cultural policy of the
regime and actively participated in the ‘fascistisation’ of the Italian university system.
One of the most interesting testimonies in this respect was cited by the orientalist
Giorgio Levi Della Vida in his 1966 autobiography Fantasmi ritrovati (Remembered
Ghosts). In this work, Levi Della Vida, who had been excluded from the university in
1931 due to his refusal to pledge the oath of loyalty to the fascist regime, maligned the
fact that in the post-war narrative his treatment had been equated with that of the
academics banned in 1938 for racial reasons. Among them, he claimed, “there was
more than one who from the first hour to the last had been an enthusiastic and dedicated activist under the banner of the fasces”.49 As examples, Levi Della Vida named
Gino Arias,50 the legal philosopher Giorgio Del Vecchio,51 the physiologist Carlo
Foà,52 the historian of antiquity Mario Attilio Levi,53 and the biologist Tullio Terni.54
48 See: Jorge Dagnino, Faith and Fascism: Catholic Intellectuals in Italy, 1925–1943 (=History of the Sacred and
Secular, 1700–2000), London 2017, 165-167.
49 Giorgio Levi Della Vida, Fantasmi ritrovati [Remembered Ghosts], Venice 1966, 239.
50 Arias moved closer to the Fascist Party on the eve of the March on Rome and, during the regime, held important public offices, including being appointed a member of the Commission of the Eighteen for constitutional
reforms in 1925. In 1934, he became a Member of Parliament. In the fascist period, Arias taught political
economy first in Florence and then in Rome and stood out as a major theorist of fascist corporatism.
51 Del Vecchio was a fascist of the first hour. In 1925, Mussolini himself appointed him Dean of the University of
Rome. In this role, which he held for two years, Del Vecchio made every effort for the spirit of fascism to penetrate university life and to accommodate the ambitions of the regime regarding the development and expansion of the Roman Alma Mater. In 1930, he became Head of the Faculty of Law, remaining in office until 1938.
52 Foà joined the Fascist Party in 1924. In the same year, he was appointed to the Chair of Physiology at the University of Milan, where he played an important role as a member of a university fascist organisation in leading
the academic staff to adhere to the regime’s directives.
53 Levi joined the fascist ranks at a young age, participating in squadristi activities when he was still a student in
Turin. After teaching at the Piedmontese University, Levi became Professor of Ancient History at the University of Milan in 1936. His historical works in the 1930s were clearly inspired by fascist views: Roman imperial
civilisation was interpreted as the starting point of a historical course culminating in the revolution of the
Blackshirts.
54 Terni taught at the University of Padua from 1924. He was first appointed to the Chair of Histology and then
to that of Anatomy. It is reported that, in the mid-1920s, Terni was one of the founders of the Associazione
fascista della scuola (Fascist Association of the School).
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While acknowledging that they were “distinguished names in the academic field”, he
clearly stated that being associated with them made him feel uncomfortable.55
The fascist beliefs and militancy of these scholars have to a certain extent been
explored by scholarship, but much work remains to be done to reach an exhaustive
overview of the relationship between Jewish academics and the regime.56 In his 1985
essay Gli Ebrei d’Italia (The Jews of Italy), Momigliano, who had been a student of
Levi Della Vida at the University of Rome, tended to reduce Jewish involvement with
fascism to a few people guided by economic interests. As for the academics with “fascist ideological sympathies”, he only recalled the cases of Arias and Del Vecchio,
“who wanted a reform of the Italian state on corporate lines”. Yet, Momigliano emphasised, “most of the Jews were clearly out”.57 More accurate research on the scholars dismissed in 1938 would likely prove that such a claim has to be taken with a
pinch of salt.
The ruthlessness and violence of the antisemitic policy adopted by Mussolini’s
regime appears even more evident if one considers that it hit distinguished personalities of proven fascist faith and great international renown who brought honour
and prestige to fascist Italy. This is illuminated by some examples drawn from documents of the University of Rome, which show the particularly harsh approach taken
by the Ministry of National Education to Jewish scholars. On 13 August 1938, before
the antisemitic measures came into force, the ministry refused the eminent mathematician Federigo Enriques, Professor of Higher Geometry, permission to travel to
Amersfoort in the Netherlands to participate in a meeting of the International Institute of Philosophy.58 In a letter dated 9 September, the same ministry informed the
dean that Del Vecchio was not permitted to accept the appointment as President of
the Italian-Bulgarian Association.59 A further statement from 4 October instructed
the dean to make sure that Arias (who was even a personal friend of Minister Bottai)
was not called as a member of examination and degree boards. This decision was
made before it was established whether he was to be considered a member of the Jewish ‘race’.60 Documents such as these go a considerable way toward highlighting the
devastating impact of Italian fascist antisemitism on academic institutions.

55 Levi Della Vida, Fantasmi, 239-240.
56 On Arias, see: Omar Ottonelli, Dealing with a Dangerous Golem. Gino Arias’s Corporative Proposal, in: The
European Journal of the History of Economic Thought, 20 (2013), 1032-1070; idem, Zionism, Fascism, Racial
Laws. The Case of Gino Arias, in: Luca Fiorito (ed.), A Research Annual (=Research in the History of Economic Thought and Methodology, 32), Bingley 2014, 83-125. On Del Vecchio, see: Olindo De Napoli, Roma
val bene una messa: identità ebraica e fascismo in una vicenda degli anni Venti [Rome is Well Worth a Mass.
Jewish Identity and Fascism in a Story from the 1920s], in: Contemporanea. Rivista di storia dell’Ottocento e
del Novecento [Contemporary. Journal of History of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries] 16 (2013), 581612; Nicola D’Elia, Jüdische Schwarzhemden an der italienischen Universität. Giorgio Del Vecchio und der
Faschismus, in: Fritz/Rossoliński-Liebe/Starek (ed.), Alma Mater Antisemitica, 285-304. For information on
Foà and Levi as fascist supporters at the University of Milan, see: Signori, Le leggi razziali, 448-453. On Terni,
whose support of fascism is a controversial issue, see Paolo Simoncelli, Il dramma di uno scienziato ebreo. Il
suicidio di Tullio Terni e l’epurazione ai Lincei [The Drama of a Jewish Scientist. The Suicide of Tullio Terni
and the Purge in the Lincei Academy], in: Nuova Storia Contemporanea [New Contemporary History] 7
(2003) 1, 101-118; Angelo Ventura, Tullio Terni, l’Università di Padova e l’epurazione all’Accademia dei Lincei
[Tullio Terni, the University of Padua, and the Purge in the Lincei Academy], in: La memoria ritrovata. Giornata in ricordo di Tullio Terni e Mario Camis [The Recovered Memory. A Day in Memory of Tullio Terni and
Mario Camis] (Rome, 12 March 2004) (=Atti dei Convegni Lincei [Proceedings of the Lincei Conferences],
212), Rome 2005, 13-61.
57 Momigliano, Essays, 132.
58 Archivio Storico dell’Università di Roma “La Sapienza” [Historical Archive of the University of Rome “La Sapienza”], serie personale docente, fascicolo AS 481.
59 Ibid., AS 18.
60 Ibid., AS 1427.
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Utószezon (Late Season) is a 1967 Hungarian film by Zoltán Fábri, based on the novel Esti
Gyors (Evening Express) by György Rónay.
In a provincial Hungarian town around the time of the Eichmann trial, a group of old men,
who represent the social elite from before 1945, is killing time. The group decides to play a
practical joke on their friend Kálmán Kerekes and to scare him with a fictitious police summons. However, Kerekes does not react as expected. He does not drive to the police precinct
but to another town, where he visits the local pharmacy where he worked as an assistant
during the Second World War. This is because the summons reminded him of his words –
“Unless the Szilágyis…” – which in 1944 led to the arrest and murder of his former employer,
who had been hiding under an assumed name. When discovered by his friends, Kerekes
demands a judgment of his past behaviour. The result is an improvised midnight trial. One
part of the group find him not guilty on all counts while another – a survivor – opines that
the death penalty is called for. Kerekes genuinely wants to give himself up to the police, yet
they have no understanding for his motivation. His attempt to account for his past fails,
ultimately no one lives up to this moral reckoning, and there is no solution …
Utószezon today numbers among the forgotten or hardly acknowledged works on the Holocaust, yet it reveals interesting aspects of the politics of memory in the Kádár era. At the same
time, the film illustrates Zoltán Fábris’s approach – still a strange approach by present stan
dards of Holocaust memory – which places the question of guilt and co-responsibility in a
larger context. To Fábris, the contemporary societal relevance of his themes and their meaning for the present were more important than empty memorial rituals.

Nach einer allgemein gültigen Vorstellung war jedwede Erinnerung an den Holocaust im öffentlichen Leben Ungarns vor 1989/1990 ein Tabu. Aber die mannigfaltigen Werke und Diskurse in der Literatur, der bildenden Kunst und im Film zum und
über den Holocaust verweisen auf nicht wenige Ausnahmen,1 die in der Regel dem
schleichenden Verfall des kommunistischen Herrschaftssystems zugeschrieben
werden.2 Blättert man in der ungarischen Presse der 1960er-Jahre, tauchen jüdische
oder holocaustbezogene Themen in drei Bereichen auf: im Zusammenhang mit den
1		 Die erste Ausgabe von Randolph L. Brahams The Hungarian Jewish Catastrophe. A Selected Annotated Bibliography von 1962 enthält zum Beispiel 752 Einträge, die Ausgabe von 1984 2.479, siehe: Anna Földes, A holokauszt a magyar (próza)irodalom tükrében [Der Holocaust im Spiegel der ungarischen (Prosa-)Literatur], in:
Randolph L. Braham (Hg.), Tanulmányok a holokausztról [Studien zum Holocaust], Budapest 2001, 73-122.
2		 Ohne Anspruch auf Vollständigkeit siehe dazu: Ferenc Erős, A zsidó identitás „felfedezése“ Magyarországon a
nyolcvanas években [Die „Entdeckung“ der jüdischen Identität im Ungarn der achtziger Jahre], in: Ders./Katalin Bárdos/Péter Kardos (Hg.), „… aki nyomot hagyott.“ In memoriam Virág Teréz [„… die Spuren hinterließ.“],
Budapest 2003, 53-58; Péter György, Apám helyett [Anstelle meines Vaters], Budapest 2011; Péter Szirák, Magyar – zsidó – sors. Tiltás, szokás és kezdeményezés a hetvenes-nyolcvanas évek irodalmi köztudatában [Ungarisches – jüdisches – Schicksal. Verbot, Gewohnheit und Initiative in der literarischen Öffentlichkeit der siebziger und achtziger Jahre], in: Tamás Kisantal/Anna Menyhért (Hg.), Művészet és hatalom. A Kádár-korszak
művészete [Kunst und Macht. Die Kunst der Kádár-Ära], Budapest 2004, 55-67; Éva Kovács/Júlia Vajda, Mutatkozás. Zsidó identitás történetek [Sich exponieren. Geschichten der jüdischen Identität], Budapest 2002.
Máté Zombory/András Lénárt/Anna Lujza Szász: Vergessene Konfrontation

100

S: I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

außenpolitischen Beziehungen zu Israel oder zur BRD, bei der Analyse von Kunstwerken bzw. im Hinblick auf die Erinnerungsrituale und Außenbeziehungen der
jüdischen Gemeinde. Die These der Tabuisierung wird weiters dadurch gestützt,
dass die traumatisierten Überlebenden jahrzehntelang außerstande gewesen waren,
ihre Erfahrungen auszudrücken oder zu vermitteln. Ein neuer Trend der Holocaustforschung wendet sich deshalb der Periode unmittelbar nach 1945 zu, um durch die
Untersuchung der vernachlässigten Erzählungen über die Vergangenheit als legitime Varianten der Erinnerung den „Mythos des Schweigens“3 infrage zu stellen.
Nach gängiger Darstellung wurde in Ungarn die Diskussion über die Zeit des Holocaust in der kommunistischen Diktatur zum Tabu gemacht bzw. der Vermittlung
der Erfahrungen im Holocaust die Authentizität genommen, „indem diese in den
ideologischen Rahmen des ‚Antifaschismus‘ gestellt wurden“.4 Wenn aber die Tabuisierung doch nicht so allumfassend war, dann muss man auch die konkreten Umstände analysieren, die dazu führten: Dabei ist aus heutiger Sicht nicht zu fragen, was
rückblickend nicht möglich gewesen ist, sondern im Gegenteil danach, was in den
1960er-Jahren im Vergleich zur Zeit davor plötzlich machbar geworden ist. Im Gegensatz zum Determinismus der Retrospektive sollte diese prospektive Betrachtungsweise erlauben,5 dem möglichen Handlungshorizont der Akteure in der gegebenen historischen Periode näherzukommen. Im Folgenden wird –gerade ohne etwas
mit den Begriffen der Gegenwart von den 1960er-Jahren einzufordern – ein früheres,
heute vernachlässigtes Kapitel des Erinnerungsdiskurses um den Holocaust analysiert. Für dieses Unterfangen scheint eine Untersuchung des Spielfilms Utószezon
(Nachsaison, 1967) von Zoltán Fábri ganz besonders geeignet. Kino war das herausragende Medium der Periode, Fábri ein außerordentlicher Künstler der Zeit und gerade am Zenit seiner Karriere. Der Film wurde Mitte der 1960er-Jahre gedreht, in
einer Phase, die in der ungarischen Kinematografie als kurze Periode der Öffnung
Richtung Vergangenheit gilt. Darüber hinaus geht es um einen ‚Holocaustfilm‘, präziser um die besondere Artikulierung der Bedeutung des Holocaust für die Erinnerung
im Kontext des Eichmann-Prozesses. Der Film steht somit historisch an einem zentralen Wendepunkt im Prozess der Kanonisierung und Institutionalisierung der Erinnerung an die Ermordung der europäischen Juden in der westlichen Welt.

Konfrontation mit der Vergangenheit:
Fábris künstlerisches Bekenntnis in den 1960er-Jahren

ESSAY

Die 1960er-Jahre stellen in vieler Hinsicht das goldene Zeitalter der ungarischen
Filmkunst dar. Die kulturpolitische Öffnung ging mit dem Anspruch der Künstler
auf die Teilhabe am öffentlichen Leben einher. Das landesweit ausgebaute Kinonetzwerk machte Filme für alle erreichbar, und die Verbreitung des Fernsehens stellte
noch keine Gefahr dar:6 Der Kult um die neuen Autorenfilme lässt sich an den Zu3		 David Cesarini/Eric J. Sundquist (Hg.), After the Holocaust. Challenging the Myth of Silence, London/New
York 2012; Regina Fritz/Éva Kovács/Béla Rásky (Hg.), Als der Holocaust noch keinen Namen hatte/Before the
Holocaust had its Name. Zur frühen Aufarbeitung des NS-Massenmordes an Jüdinnen und Juden/Early Confrontations of the Nazi Mass Murder of the Jews, Wien 2016.
4		 Szirák, Magyar – zsidó – sors, 59.
5		 Jurij M. Lotman, Historische Gesetzmäßigkeiten und die Struktur des Textes, in: Ders., Die Innenwelt des
Denkens, übersetzt von Gabriele Leupold und Olga Radetzkaja, Berlin 2010, 299-335.
6		 Balázs Varga, Párbeszédek kora. Történelmi reflexió a hatvanas évek magyar filmjeiben [Zeitalter der Dialoge.
Historische Reflexion in den ungarischen Filmen der sechziger Jahre], in: M. János Rainer (Hg.), A „hatvanas
évek“ Magyarországon [Die „sechziger Jahre“ in Ungarn], Budapest 2004, 427-446.
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schauerzahlen ablesen, die manchmal an die Million herankamen. In der Film
produktion setzten nach der Rákosi-Ära bzw. nach den auf die Niederschlagung
der Revolution von 1956 folgenden Vergeltungsmaßnahmen und mit der beginnenden Liberalisierung ab 1963 Dezentralisierungen und Umstrukturierungen ein.
MAFILM (Magyar Filmgyártó Vállalat [Ungarische Filmproduktionsgesellschaft])
wurde mit vier eigenständigen Studios gegründet, die Vorzensur durch ein nachträgliches Zulassungsverfahren ersetzt. Die Politik hatte nun bei der Vorbereitung
von Filmen weniger Mitspracherecht, die strenge ideologische Kontrolle der Drehbücher wurde abgeschafft, zusätzliche Dreharbeiten oder das Schneiden bestimmter
Szenen wurde nur mehr bei halb fertigen Werken eingefordert. Bezeichnend war
dabei, dass das Regime die Künstler in den Prozess von Verbot und Zulassung einbezog, die so – um ihren eigenen Handlungsspielraum zu sichern – gezwungen
waren, die Strategien der Machthaber zum Teil zu übernehmen.7 Die Bedingungen
dieses ‚Dialogs‘ und die Kriterien der Kompromisse waren dabei nicht offen festgelegt, als ausschlaggebend erwiesen sich die von Fall zu Fall getroffenen Absprachen.
Wenngleich die Zensur die Werke und nicht die Künstler betraf, schränkten diese
Unwägbarkeiten der neuen Kulturpolitik, die unausgesprochene Ordnung nicht
verhandelbarer Probleme bzw. die feudale, paternalistische Leitung durch den Kulturreferenten der Ungarischen Sozialistischen Arbeiterpartei (USAP), György Aczél,
die schöpferische Freiheit und das kritische Potenzial der Profession erheblich ein.
Die zahlreichen begonnenen, aber eben nicht fertiggestellten Filme bieten exzellente
Beispiele für diese spezifisch ‚kádáristische‘ Form der Unterwerfung: „Ein Heckmeck bei der Genehmigung war überhaupt keine Seltenheit […], dennoch fällt auf,
dass in dieser Periode kein einziger Film definitiv verboten blieb.“8
Der Film wurde so einerseits wegen der Legitimationsansprüche der Kádár’schen
Konsolidierung zu einem wichtigen Terrain, andererseits ermöglichte er die Entfaltung der sich nach mehr Autonomie sehnenden Künstler. Unter den wohltuenden
Folgen dieser Disposition muss erwähnt werden, dass die Filmproduktion in dieser
Ära an Volumen beachtlich zunahm – 1956 wurden zehn Spielfilme, 1958 18 und in
den 1960er-Jahren im Schnitt 20 Filme pro Jahr produziert. Die ungarische Filmproduktion wurde Teil der internationalen Filmkunst, für die eine außerordentliche
Aufbruchsstimmung und gewagte formale Experimente charakteristisch waren.
Diese produktive Öffnung war politisch und poetisch zugleich. Einerseits war es
nun möglich, mit den Mitteln des Films Probleme des öffentlichen und gesellschaftlichen Lebens anzusprechen, andererseits entstand eine Art Stilpluralismus. Die
historischen Produktionen verbanden Analyse mit Selbstprüfung und setzten die
Auseinandersetzung mit der Vergangenheit zum Verständnis der Gegenwart ein.
Wenngleich der Ausgangspunkt dieser analytischen historischen Dramen durchaus
realistisch war,9 waren sie in der Regel Literaturverfilmungen, verwendeten also
Texte als eine Art Legitimationsbasis im Kampf um die Zulassung. Die Adaptionen,
die die Vergangenheit repräsentierten, griffen „so anstelle der Sozialwissenschaften
bzw. der politischen Institutionen Tabufragen auf“10 und provozierten auf diese
Weise weit darüber hinausgehende gesellschaftliche Debatten.

7 Balázs Varga, Tűréshatár. Filmtörténet és cenzúrapolitika a hatvanas években [Toleranzgrenze. Filmgeschichte und Zensurpolitik in den sechziger Jahren], in: Kisantal/Menyhért, Művészet és hatalom, 116-138.
8 Varga, Párbeszédek kora, 431.
9 Ebda.
10 Gábor Gelencsér, Az emlék: más [Die Erinnerung ist anders], in: Filmvilág 55 (2012) 8, 34-37; http://filmvilag.
hu/xereses_frame.php?cikk_id=11160 (15. Februar 2020).
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Zoltán Fábri, damals bereits zweimal mit dem Kossuth-Preis ausgezeichnet, wurde
1959 zum Vorsitzenden des Ungarischen Bundes der Filmkünstler gewählt und sollte
diesen Posten ohne Unterbrechung 27 Jahre lang bekleiden. Seit der Nominierung
seines Films Körhinta (Karussell, 1955) für die Goldene Palme in Cannes genoss er
auch internationales Renommee. Die Ambivalenz des Verhältnisses von Kunst und
Macht in der Kádár-Ära zeigt sich auch darin, dass Fábris 1959 gedrehter Film Dúvad
(Das Scheusal) erst nach der Fertigstellung von zusätzlichen Aufnahmen zugelassen
wurde, wozu Fábri nur unter Zwang seine Zustimmung gegeben hatte.11 Anfang der
1960er-Jahre blieben mindestens drei Drehbücher von Fábri in der Schublade,12
wobei alle an empfindlichen politischen Fragen kratzten: an der nuklearen Aufrüstung im Kalten Krieg – Tizenegyedik parancsolat (Das elfte Gebot, 1959) –, an dem
blutigen Sturm der Revolutionäre auf das Parteihaus am Platz der Republik 1956 aus
dem Blickwinkel der parteitreuen Verteidiger – Fekete karnevál (Schwarzer Karneval,
1960) – und an der ihre Macht missbrauchenden Parteielite – Milyen madár volt?
(Was für ein Vogel war das denn?, 1961). In die Arbeit am Drehbuch des letztgenannten Filmentwurfs wollte auch Aczél ‚einsteigen‘, aber der Film wurde schließlich ein
paar Tage vor Drehbeginn verboten. In einem Interview für die Zeitschrift Filmvilág
(Filmwelt) hob Fábri als gemeinsames Charakteristikum dieser vereitelten Filmideen
deren Aktualität hervor. Es seien Filme gewesen, deren Themen „dramatische Konfliktlagen der damaligen Zeit beschrieben“ und „vermutlich Sachen berührt hatten,
die für die aktuelle Kulturpolitik nicht erwünscht, nicht zielführend gewesen war[en]“.
Fábri brachte seine Affinität für historische Filme, die für seine ganze Laufbahn charakteristisch war, mit der Erfahrung dieser Verbote in Zusammenhang:
„Nach all dem entstand in mir der Reflex, möglichst solche Themen zu suchen, in solchen Werken zu sprechen, die in der näheren oder ferneren Vergangenheit spielen, ihre Botschaft aber – in Form einer Parabel – an das
Heute richten. Es klingt sicherlich hart, was ich jetzt sagen werde, aber
warum sollte ich es nicht einmal aussprechen? Dieser Reflex bildet sich
zwangsläufig aus, wenn die Bücher eines Menschen, die das Heute zum
Thema haben, mit einer sanften, aber unerbittlichen Argumentation nacheinander abgelehnt werden. Der Regisseur muss Kompromisse schließen,
da man keinen Film ohne Kapital drehen kann.“13
Die beiden großen Themen des Filmemachers, das Bauerntum und die jegliche
Freiheit einschränkende Gewalt, werden dementsprechend in seinen Filmen der
1960er-Jahre in einen historischen Kontext gestellt. Für das erste Thema steht beispielhaft der Film Húsz óra (Zwanzig Stunden, 1965), für das letztgenannte können
die Filme Két félidő a pokolban (Zwei Halbzeiten in der Hölle, 1961), Nappali sötétség
(Dunkel bei Tageslicht, 1963) und eben Nachsaison genannt werden.14 Die aktuelle
Problemstellung zeigt sich hier indirekt, als Wirkung der Vergangenheit auf die Ge11 Balázs Varga, Filmirányítás, gyártástörténet és politika Magyarországon 1957–1963 [Filmsteuerung, Produktionsgeschichte und Politik in Ungarn 1957–1963], phil. Diss., Budapest 2008, 54; http://doktori.btk.elte.hu/
hist/vargabalazs/disszert.pdf (15. Februar 2020).
12 Ebda.
13 Vince Zalán, Etikai parancs és történelem. Beszélgetés Fábri Zoltánnal [Ethisches Gebot und Geschichte. Gespräch mit Zoltán Fábri], in: Filmvilág 25 (1982) 2, 7-11, hier 10; http://filmvilag.hu/xereses_frame.php?cikk_
id=7172 (15. Februar 2020).
14 Mit Nachsaison bricht die Kette der Kinofilme ab, die die Probleme der historischen Vergangenheit aufwerfen:
1969 haben Fábris Adaptionen von Örkénys Drama Isten hozta, őrnagy úr! (Familie Tót, 1970) und von
Molnárs Jugendroman A Pál utcai fiúk (Jungs aus der Paulstraße, 1968) ihre Premiere. Unter Fábris Filmen aus
den 1960er-Jahren ist außer dem Fernsehfilm Vízivárosi nyár (Es kommt ein neuer Sommer, 1964) einzig der
Film Zwei Halbzeiten in der Hölle keine Literaturadaptation (das Drehbuch stammt von Péter Bacsó und dem
Regisseur).
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genwart oder eben als Erinnerung: Der Held wird in der Gegenwart mit seinen in
der Vergangenheit begangenen Taten konfrontiert. Der Protagonist des Films Dunkel bei Tageslicht zum Beispiel ist gezwungen, sich an 1944 zu erinnern, als er seine
junge jüdische Geliebte mit den Dokumenten seiner Tochter retten wollte, ohne zu
wissen, dass seine Tochter am kommunistischen Widerstand teilnimmt und gesucht
wird. Als seine Geliebte mit den falschen Papieren gefangen genommen wird, sieht
sich der Mann mit einer fatalen moralischen Entscheidung konfrontiert. Nach den
Worten des Regisseurs beschäftigt sich der Film mit den Nachwirkungen der Verbrechen des Faschismus: „Unter meinen Zeitgenossen gibt es nicht wenige, die seelische Verletzungen tragen, die von der faschistischen Gewalt verursacht wurden, und
obwohl sie ihr Leben leben, wie die anderen, wird ihre ganze menschliche Haltung
von diesem alten Material an Erlebnissen geprägt.“15
In Fábris Filmen meldet sich die die Freiheit einschränkende Gewalt als Gewissensproblem in der Gegenwart.
„Nach den Filmen Karussell, Hannibál tanár úr [Professor Hannibal, 1956]
wählte ich zuerst instinktiv, nachher immer bewusster meine Themen so
aus, dass ich über sie die quälenden Konflikte des ausgelieferten Menschen
– des kleinen Mannes, der in den Stürmen der Geschichte nur mühsam seinen Platz findet – und die Zusammenhänge der ihm gegenüberstehenden
Gewalt analysieren kann.“16
Zum Thema wurde also die Untersuchung der Reaktionen auf die historischen
Grenzsituationen der Gewalt, die die menschliche Würde bedroht. Der Schlüsselsatz in Dunkel bei Tageslicht lautet dann auch: „Ich hasse die Zeitalter, in denen die
Menschen zu Heiligen, Märtyrern oder Helden werden müssen, damit sie Menschen
bleiben können.“ Wie später in Nachsaison, muss sich der Protagonist mit einer
Schuld in der Vergangenheit auseinandersetzen, für die er eigentlich nichts kann:
„Dieser Mensch macht sich selbst schuldig für eine Tragödie, für die schließlich
doch die jeweilige Epoche die Hauptverantwortung trug.“17 Es ist die Geschichte, die
Menschen zu Mördern, Helden oder Opfern macht. Geschichte hat dabei mit den
soziologischen Realitäten wenig zu tun, sie entspricht eher den Zwängen eines Systems, die die Handlungsfreiheit des Individuums einschränken.
Hört man in Fábris Ausführungen über den Faschismus nicht nur einfach das
Echo der Ideologie der Kádár’schen Konsolidierung, wird eine rückblickend ungewöhnlich anmutende erinnerungspolitische Stellungnahme erkennbar. Auf die
Frage, worum es in Nachsaison gehe, antwortete Fábri:
„Um die absolute Ruchlosigkeit, um den schrecklichsten Affront gegen den
Menschen, seit es Geschichte gibt: um den Faschismus, von dem wir zu
Recht glaubten, er wird von der Menschheit, sobald sie das Trauma überwindet, nur in einer einzigen Art und Weise bewertet werden. Aber an wie
vielen Orten der Welt und in wie vielen Formen keimt er doch wieder auf?
Dürfen wir demgegenüber gleichgültig bleiben?“18
Die Waffe im Kampf gegen die Wiederholung der Vergangenheit ist für Fábri die
Analyse: Aus den verschiedensten Perspektiven wird untersucht, was systematische
15 László Kürti, A Nappali Sötétség után [Nach Dunkel bei Tageslicht], in: Filmkultúra 5 (1964) 23, 115-118, hier
116.
16 István Zsugán, Az emlékezés kényszere. Interjú Fábri Zoltánnal [Der Zwang der Erinnerung. Interview mit
Zoltán Fábri], in: Filmvilág 19 (1976) 14, 4-8. Wieder abgedruckt in: István Zsugán, Szubjektív magyar filmtörténet 1964–1994 [Subjektive ungarische Filmgeschichte 1964–1994], Budapest 1994, 335-337, hier 336.
17 Kürti, A Nappali Sötétség után, 116.
18 István Nemeskürty, Fábri Zoltán – a képalkotó művész [Zoltán Fábri – der bildschöpfende Künstler], Budapest 1994, 165-166.
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Gewalt dem Alltagsmenschen in moralischen Grenzfällen antut, in denen es keine
richtige Entscheidung geben kann. In dieser Hinsicht ist es lehrreich, was Fábri im
Interview für die Zeitschrift Filmvilág, nachdem der Journalist die zehn Jahre früher
entstandene Nachsaison ins Gespräch gebracht hatte, über seinen Film Ötödik pecsét
(Das fünfte Siegel, 1976) sagte. Fábri sieht zwar keine Verwandtschaft zwischen den
beiden Filmen, vergleicht sie aber letztendlich doch:
„Dieser Film ist die Alternative zur Nachsaison, wo es darum geht, dass der
Selbstschutz in einer Atmosphäre der Angst aus jedem Menschen den potenziellen Mörder herausholen kann. Diese Einsicht halte ich nach wie vor für
gültig. Ich hoffe jedoch, dass die Alternative des Fünften Siegels ebenfalls richtig ist, die beweist, dass der Mensch, der auf einem gewissen moralischen Niveau denken kann, trotz der vorangehenden Spekulation über die Rettung
seines eigenen Lebens unfähig ist, zu einem Mörder zu verkommen.19
In Fábris ars poetica erinnert die Filmkunst an die Vergangenheit anders als in
unserer heutigen Erinnerungskultur üblich, ist doch die Auseinandersetzung mit
dem traumatischen Gestern bei Fábri nie nur kommemorativ.20
Der Völkermord im Zweiten Weltkrieg ist für Fábri als Infragestellung der
menschlichen Freiheit und Würde durch den Ausschluss einer Zugehörigkeit zu
einer Gemeinschaft ein besonderes Beispiel für Gewalt in der Geschichte. Mit der
Frage der Exklusion auf rassistischer Grundlage experimentierte er zuerst in Sonnenfinsternis mittels einer neuen Formensprache. Fábri betrachtete, nicht unbedingt
befremdet, aber auf jeden Fall vorsichtig, den Einbruch der Formenexperimente der
Nouvelle Vague in die internationale Filmkunst. Dabei berief er sich immer wieder
auf die Filme Hiroshima, mon amour (Alain Resnais, 1959) und 8½ (Federico Fellini,
1963) als seine prägenden Filmerlebnisse: Ersteren würdigte er für seine Verbindung
von Gegenwart und Vergangenheit, letzteren bezeichnete er als den bedeutendsten
Film der vergangenen Jahrzehnte. Die formalen Lösungen der modernen Filmsprache beeinflussten Fábri vor allem aus zwei Gründen, und beide hängen mit seiner
Auffassung über die Rolle des Films zusammen: Die zeitanalytische Konstruktion
ermöglichte es, den rekonstruktiven, assoziativen und nichtlinearen Prozess der Erinnerung filmisch umzusetzen und dabei eine strenge Chronologie zu vermeiden.
Dabei hob Fábri „die neuartige Methode der Filmdramaturgie, mit der sich der
Künstler ohne technischen Hokuspokus auf unterschiedlichen Zeitebenen bewegen
kann“,21 im Zusammenhang mit Dunkel bei Tageslicht besonders hervor. Als andere
formale Lösung von entscheidender Bedeutung erwies sich für ihn die Möglichkeit
der Projektion von Bewusstseinsprozessen, die „die Welt, die Probleme, die Konfliktlagen innerhalb des Menschen in ihrer Komplexität und Kompliziertheit zu
Tage fördern“.22 Fábris Filme vergegenwärtigen die Vergangenheit durch die Erinnerungs- und Bewusstseinsprozesse des Individuums, womit die moralischen Dilemmata der einstigen moralischen Grenzsituation evoziert werden. Das Subjekt der
Vergangenheitsbewältigung ist folglich nicht die Gesellschaft, die Nation oder irgendeine andere Gruppe. Erinnerung bedeutet für Fábri nicht, dass das traumatische Ereignis noch einmal evoziert wird, sondern die Untersuchung seiner dauerhaften Wirkung auf den Durchschnittsmenschen, den ‚kleinen Mann‘. Die Bedeutung der Vergangenheitsbewältigung besteht darin, dass sie helfen soll, in künftigen
19 Zsugán, Az emlékezés kényszere, 336.
20 Vgl.: Tzvetan Todorovs Unterscheidung von „wörtlicher“ und „exemplarischer“ Erinnerung in: Les Abus de la
mémoire [The Abuses of Memory], Paris 1998, 31.
21 Kürti, A Nappali Sötétség után, 117.
22 Bíró, Egy gondolat igéretében, 25.
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ähnlichen Grenzsituationen die richtige Entscheidung zu treffen. Dieser Gestus
steht der Bestimmung und Festlegung historischer Konsequenzen wesentlich näher
als das die heute vorherrschenden Formen der Erinnerungspolitik tun. Bei Fábri
wird durch das Fortleben des vergangenen Ereignisses in der Gegenwart die gewalttätige Erniedrigung der Menschen wieder aktuell. In Fábris Resümee: „Ich mache
gerade deshalb Filme, um das Wort gegen das menschenunwürdige Ausgeliefertsein
des Menschen zu erheben.“23 Dafür steht Nachsaison genauso beispielhaft wie Das
fünfte Siegel: Der in den gegenwärtigen Alltag intervenierende Film soll erreichen,
dass der Zuschauer die im Film inszenierten Gewissensprobleme selbst erlebt und
die auf der Leinwand initiierte Vergangenheitsbewältigung fortsetzt.

Ein Film über den Holocaust und die Erinnerung

ESSAY

Wie dem Tagebuch des Schriftstellers György Rónay zu entnehmen ist, stellte
dieser erste Überlegungen zur Möglichkeit einer schriftstellerischen Umsetzung der
„kleinbürgerlichen Eichmann-Affäre“ bereits im Juni 1960 an. Der anfangs unter
dem Arbeitstitel Nincs irgalom (Keine Gnade) geführte Roman beruht in vieler Hinsicht auf den persönlichen Erlebnissen des Autors. Das Vorbild für den Ort Balatonbogdány ist die Ortschaft Szárszó, jenes für die Stadt Z., in der der Protagonist
Kálmán Kerekes 1944 als Gehilfe der Apotheke zum Silbernen Adler arbeitet, die
südungarische Stadt Baja, und die Vorlage für den Pfeilkreuzler Péter Hohl, den Poli
zeipräsidenten der Stadt, ist der für die Ghettoisierung und Deportationen der jüdischen Bevölkerung verantwortlich gewesene Staatssekretär des Inneren László Endre.
Der Roman beginnt damit, dass das sonst auch nicht gerade ruhige Gewissen von
Kerekes durch die Nachrichten über den Prozess in Jerusalem noch mehr aufgewühlt wird: Er wacht mitten in der Nacht auf und denkt, er werde festgenommen. Er
fängt an, Indizien für seine anstehende Gerichtsverhandlung zu sammeln, die nun
für ihn immer denkbarer zu werden scheint. „Es ist keine Erinnerung“, notiert Rónay
in seinem Tagebuch, „sondern sein Verteidigungsplan vor der vermeintlichen Gerichtsverhandlung – die Vergangenheit, die in der Gegenwart aktuell und authentisch (und nicht bloß als Kunstgriff) lebt.“24 Die Komposition der Zeit ist dementsprechend nicht linear, der Text wechselt häufig unmarkiert zwischen drei Zeitebenen: 1944, 1946 und Gegenwart.
Der Film behält die Grundidee von Rónay bei: die Frage, wie es möglich gewesen
ist, dass Menschen einer Katastrophe tatenlos zugeschaut haben. Es geht also nicht
um die Opfer und auch nicht um die Täter, sondern um die stummen Komplizen,
um jene Mitläufer, die strafrechtlich nicht belangbar sind. Der Protagonist zeigt sich
selbst an, wird aber von der Staatsanwaltschaft abgewiesen. Im Roman erhält er
sogar von der kirchlichen Macht die Absolution. Durch eine unbedachte, konjunktivische Formulierung vor dem befreundeten Gendarmeriekommandanten Péter
Hohl – „es sei denn, dass die Szilágyis nicht doch Juden sind …“ – hat er seine unter
falschem Namen sich tarnenden Arbeitgeber verraten, was zu ihrer Deportation
und Ermordung in Auschwitz geführt hat. Diese ‚Denunziation‘ seiner Arbeitgeber
verweist aber auch auf die Alltäglichkeit, nahezu Banalität der Schuld.
Augenfälliger sind jedoch die Unterschiede der beiden Werke. Spricht der Roman
eigentlich von dem machtlosen Zeugen, der nicht sieht und nicht erzählen kann,
23 Ebda.
24 György Rónay, Napló [Tagebuch], Budapest 1989, 671.
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stellt der Film die Erinnerung in den Mittelpunkt. Fábris Film nähert man sich am
besten über die Bezüge und Beziehungen an, die er zwischen den Textelementen des
Films bzw. den Akteuren des Rezeptionsprozesses herstellt. Die Kontrapunktierung
zwischen der Gegenwart, der Vergangenheit und der Erinnerung lässt sich in eben
diesen Verhältnissen zwischen den einzelnen Figuren begreifbar machen.
Eine in einer Kleinstadt festsitzende, in die Jahre gekommene und isolierte Gruppe alter Männer lebt vollkommen unbeschadet ihr nicht sonderlich abwechslungsreiches Leben. Den Bezug zur Gegenwart stellen die Männer nur mehr über Nachrichten her, ansonsten versuchen sie, mit wechselseitigen Frotzeleien die ihnen
verbliebene Zeit totzuschlagen. Péter Hohl, vor 1945 Gendarmeriekommandant der
Stadt und verantwortlich für die Deportation der jüdischen Bevölkerung, hat seine
Strafe längst abgesessen und lebt in aller Ruhe als Tankwart – im Roman war er 1944
spurlos verschwunden. „Du, wann haben wir uns eigentlich das letzte Mal getroffen,
1944?“, fragt er Kerekes unschuldig im Restaurant Bendegúz, am Ort des Verrats,
und als Kerekes versucht, ihn zum Schweigen zu bringen, fragt er weiter: „Was zum
Teufel ist los mit Dir, warum zischst Du denn dauernd?“ Später wickelt der pensionierte Kurienrichter Alfréd Zorkay Strób ohne Übergang die improvisierte ‚Verhandlung‘ ab, in der Kerekes der Angeklagte ist. Dezső (von dem sich herausstellt,
dass er in Wirklichkeit General Rudolf Drasitz Drapp, der legendäre Held der ungarischen Armee an der Ostfront, ist) übernimmt mit der allergrößten Natürlichkeit
das Kommando. Für die alte Welt stehen noch symbolisch der ehemalige Staatssekretär Bonta und der frühere Lehrer Sodits. Dieses Figurenensemble ist aber nicht
homogen, steht doch der als Jude verfolgte einstige Pferdehändler, Henrik Laufer, für
die Realität, für die Erinnerung.
Mit der Erinnerung selbst beschäftigt sich der Film ebenfalls kontrapunktisch,
und man kann ihn in dieser Hinsicht zweiteilen. Im ersten Teil fährt Kerekes, nach
dem Streich der Rentner von Gewissensbissen geplagt, in die Stadt, um zu erfahren,
was mit den Szilágyis nach seiner Bemerkung gegenüber Hohl geschehen ist. Das
Verhältnis zur Vergangenheit erscheint in dieser Szenenfolge als assoziative Verbindung von Wunschbildern und Fantasien. Es reicht, unter der Vielzahl brillanter
filmsprachlicher Lösungen auf jene Szene zu verweisen, in der sich Kerekes, Sehnsucht und Widerwillen spürend, der Apotheke nähert. Die Tür symbolisiert die
Grenze zwischen Vergangenheit und Gegenwart, was mit dem Läuten der Türglocke
signalisiert wird. Die Erinnerung erfolgt in der inneren psychischen Welt des Individuums in der Verbindung von Fantasien und Wunschbildern. Im zweiten Teil des
Films bekommt die Repräsentation der Vergangenheit eine andere Rolle, denn hier
spielen nunmehr Erzählung bzw. Reinszenierung die Hauptrolle. Die filmische Darstellung der Verhandlung weicht dementsprechend von den früher eingesetzten
Techniken ab: Beleuchtung und Kamerabewegung erhalten dabei eine Schlüsselrolle. Kerekes erbettelt die Verhandlung gegen sich selbst und fordert seine Gegenüberstellung mit Péter Hohl. Die verständnislosen alten Herren geben nach, Erschöpfung und Alkohol tun das Ihrige. Kerekes legt ein Geständnis ab, Hohl erweist sich
aber im Zuge der Gegenüberstellung nicht kooperativ und leugnet die Erpressung
des Apothekergehilfen. Ohne Leiche kann der Richter mit der Selbstanklage für
Mord nichts anfangen: „Was ist es? Ein ‚es sei denn …‘? Ein Nichts! Eine lächerliche
Nummer!“ Nach dem Freispruch konfrontiert Laufer, der jüdische Pferdehändler,
die Alten mit der Wahrheit: „Wissen Sie, wer Sie sind? Komplizen! Mörder!“ Wichtig
ist dabei, dass Laufers Anklagerede außerhalb des Kontextes des Als-Ob-Gerichts
stattfindet: Nun befinden sich nicht nur Kerekes, sondern auch die anderen in der
Rolle des/der Angeklagten. Dementsprechend spricht Laufer nicht mehr in der VerMáté Zombory/András Lénárt/Anna Lujza Szász: Vergessene Konfrontation
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tretung der Anklage, sondern als Augenzeuge und richtet seine Rede an alle. Die
strenge räumliche Gliederung des Schauplatzes – der Richter, die Verteidigung und
die Anklage am Tisch, ihnen gegenüber der Angeklagte und der Wächter, im kleinen Zimmer der Zeuge – löst sich auf. Die Szene geht damit zu Ende, dass Laufer „im
Namen der Filzsohlen, der Seifen und der Lampenschirme […] für dieses ‚es sei
denn …‘“ die Todesstrafe beantragt.
Nachsaison ist ohne Zweifel ein Holocaustfilm. Dies wird nicht nur durch die
Rahmung der Katastrophe als jüdische Tragödie, sondern auch durch ihre kinematografische Repräsentation unterstützt. Fábri verwendet dabei zwei Strategien. Einerseits setzt er Archivaufnahmen ein. Die entsprechende Sequenz wird in Nachsaison von den anderen Bildabfolgen klar getrennt. Kerekes sieht die Archivaufnahmen
im Kino als Bericht über den Eichmann-Prozess unter dem Titel Auf der Anklagebank! Es handelt sich dabei um einen Pseudobericht, denn in der Realität informierte die ungarische staatliche Wochenschau über den Prozess nur mit Bildern aus dem
Gerichtssaal in Jerusalem. Diese Bilder werden in Fábris fingierter Wochenschau
von Aufnahmen des Einwaggonierens, des Konzentrationslagers, der Gefangenen,
der Leichen, des Krematoriums und des Massengrabs aus dem Film Nacht und Nebel
von Alain Resnais (1955) umrahmt. Der Kommentar, aus dem man erfährt, dass der
„nationalsozialistische Massenmörder auch für die Vernichtung der Juden in Ungarn verantwortlich ist“, wurde von Fábri und seinen Mitarbeitern produziert. Der
Pseudobericht ist ein Film im Film, den man als auktoriale Aufarbeitung des Holocaust auffassen kann. Dieser Repräsentationsstrategie zufolge sollen diese Bilder
Authentizität ermitteln.
Die andere Repräsentationsstrategie fügt sich organisch in Fábris Filmkunst ein,
denn er hat bereits in seinen früheren Filmen stark aufgeladene, expressive Montagen in der Darstellung von Visionen verwendet. In Nachsaison steht dafür beispielhaft die Fellini’sche Szene von Pater Bernát, als Kerekes im Luftballon seine Sünden
nicht beichten kann, wobei wir aus der Vogelperspektive sehen, wie auf den Befehl
von Péter Hohl die den gelben Stern tragenden Menschen, u. a. die Familie Szilágyi,
in die Waggons verladen werden. Bezeichnender ist aber die Szenenabfolge von
Kerekes’ Traumvisionen in der Nacht der Verhandlung, als er sich unter der Führung von Laufer auf die Suche nach den Szilágyis macht. In der Traumkomposition
tritt Kerekes selbst als Opfer auf: Mit dem gelben Stern am Mantel sucht er die
Szilágyis unter den in Laufers Verteidigungsrede erwähnten 666.666 Toten und
Lampenschirmen, um dann in der Szene in der Gaskammer mit einer Seife in der
Hand unter die nackten Opfer zu geraten, die auf die ‚Dusche‘ warten. Die Szene in
der Gaskammer ist betont stilisiert und vermeidet jede realistische Darstellung.
Diese Repräsentationsstrategie versucht, den Holocaust durch die Metapher der
Hölle darzustellen.
Fábris Film unterbreitet also zwei Vorschläge für die Darstellung des Holocaust.
Er konstruiert zwar die in den Interviews nur als Faschismus bezeichnete „absolute
Ruchlosigkeit“ nachdrücklich als Holocaust, stellt sie jedoch im Verhältnis zu den
anderen Gewaltakten gegen die menschliche Würde nicht als individuelles, unvergleichbares ontologisches Erlebnis dar. Dies wird durch die – im Roman vollkommen fehlende – Figur der Roten Frau, den Widerpart von Kerekes’ Charakter, unterstützt, die ebenfalls ihren Leidensweg geht. Die Figur, die das Opfer der Atomkata
strophe des Kalten Kriegs darstellen soll, konnte zwar nicht restlos authentisch in die
Dramaturgie integriert werden, dies ändert allerdings nichts an Fábris Intention, der
neben der Repräsentation der Erinnerung an die historische Gewalt zugleich ihre
‚zeitgenössische‘ Variante zeigen wollte.
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Rónay versetzte in seinem Roman dem paranoiden Protagonisten Kerekes den
‚Gnadenstoß‘, wenn sich dieser vor den Schnellzug, den „Abendexpress“, wirft. Auf
den erbarmungslos tragischen Abschluss verweist der Schriftsteller in seinem Tagebuch im Zusammenhang mit seiner Fotografie für die Buchausgabe: „Wird sie dem
Abendexpress vorangestellt, werde ich den Leser mit der nötigen Strenge anblicken.
Etwas hinterhältig, als jemand, der zu allem fähig ist. Man wird allerdings glauben,
dass ich es war, der Kerekes vor den Zug warf.“25 In einem Schreiben an Fábri nach
der Aufführung von Nachsaison berichtet er, dass er bei der Verfilmung am ehesten
vor dem Schluss Angst gehabt habe:
„Die letzten Sequenzen hätten mit einer geringfügigen Abweichung von der
konsequent durchgezogenen ‚Linie‘ und der gnadenlosen Härte, zumindest
atmosphärisch und in Form eines Mosaiks, die Erlösung herbeiführen können, die ich im Roman diesem unglücklichen Kerekes nicht erteilte und
nicht erteilen wollte. Es gibt keine Erlösung, und es ist auch sehr gut so und
künstlerisch ebenfalls wieder sehr mutig. Die Zuschauer sollen diese unmögliche Erlösung, das Schuldbewusstsein von Kerekes oder zumindest
das Problem des Schuldbewusstseins von Kerekes mitnehmen. Wenn nicht
anders, dann nur für eine Nacht, wenn sie über das Ganze nachdenken und
zur Kenntnis nehmen müssen, dass sie keinen ‚Spielfilm‘ (es ist kein Spiel!)
sahen, sondern aufgefordert wurden, sich damit zu konfrontieren, was sie
taten oder nicht taten – ‚es sei denn‘, sie verzichten auf ihre Menschlichkeit.“26
Auch der Film wartet in der Tat mit keiner Erlösung auf: Er endet mit dem ersten
Kader, kann also wieder beginnen, nunmehr in den Köpfen der Zuschauer, die den
Kinosaal verlassen.

Ein Streit-Film
Fábri erinnerte sich 1994, dass sich György Aczél über den Film empört gezeigt
hatte: „Seid ihr wahnsinnig geworden? Wie kann man einen Film wie Fábri machen.
[…] In einem Land, in dem die Überbleibsel faschistischen Denkens so virulent weiterleben! Wie kann man ihn hier vorführen?“ Der Vertrieb wurde in der Folge eingefroren.27 Diese Darstellung des Regisseurs wird auch dadurch untermauert, dass lediglich 397.000 Zuschauer Nachsaison sahen, etwa im Gegensatz zu den 1,052.000
Zuschauern der Zwanzig Stunden oder zu den 768.000 Zuschauern der Sonnenfinsternis.28
Die Rezeption des Films – wir konnten in Summe 35 Presseberichte eruieren29 –
spricht allerdings Bände. Aus der Perspektive der Kritik fügte sich Nachsaison problemlos in das Œuvre von Fábri ein. Dennoch polarisierte der Film die Kritiker. Die
Feststellung von Miklós Almási, der Film provoziere eine Diskussion und zwinge –
ohne eine Antwort zu geben – dazu, ausschließlich „‚im Nahkampf‘ mit dem Film
die eigene Lösung für sich zu klären“, gilt auch für die zeitgenössischen Kritiker.30
Lassen wir hier die ästhetischen Debatten über die groteske Tonlage (über ihre ver-
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25
26
27
28

Ebda., 723.
Zit. nach: Nemeskürty, Fábri Zoltán, 170.
Ebda.
János Gombár (Hg.), A magyar játékfilmek nézőszáma és forgalmazási adatai 1948–1987 [Zuschauer- und
Vertriebszahlen ungarischer Spielfilme], Budapest 1987.
29 Der Großteil dieser Berichte ist im Fábri-Dossier im Ungarischen Nationalen Filminstitut zu finden.
30 Miklós Almási, Milyen film az Utószezon? Egy műfaj és egy vita margójára [Was für ein Film ist die Nachsaison? An den Rand einer Gattung und einer Diskussion geschrieben], in: Kritika 5 (1967) 5/6, 3-7, hier 3.

Máté Zombory/András Lénárt/Anna Lujza Szász: Vergessene Konfrontation

109

S: I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

ESSAY

fremdende oder unterstützende Funktion) bzw. über den formensprachlichen Eklektizismus (Nachahmung internationaler Meister vs. eigene Bravour) des Films beiseite, und widmen wir uns nur der Auseinandersetzung über die Schuld der Vergangenheit bzw. über die Holocaustrepräsentationen in der zeitgenössischen Filmkritik.
Im Brennpunkt der Debatte stand die Frage, ob der ungarische Durchschnittsbürger, verkörpert in der Figur des Kerekes, im Film freigesprochen oder zur Verantwortung gezogen werde, ob der ehemalige Zeuge schuldig sei oder nicht?31 Sei es
möglich, dass der Film, indem er die Verantwortung des kleinen Mannes absolut
setzt, die psychische Disposition „des nicht so sehr schuldigen, aber feigen Menschen“ mit dem „Mythos der unmöglichen Wiedergutmachung umrahmt“ und
somit den Zuschauer der Chance auf Läuterung beraubt, was zur Verzerrung ethischer Prinzipien führt?32 Ebenfalls stellte sich die Frage, inwiefern es authentisch
sein könne, dass der einstige Schuldige gerade von den Hauptschuldigen verurteilt
wird,33 die in der Verhandlung keine „infantilen Rentner“ mehr seien.34 Wo verlaufe
die Grenze zwischen individueller und kollektiver Verantwortung?35
Die zeitgenössische Rezeption ließ die Archivaufnahmen bis auf eine einzige Erwähnung der „erschütternden Sequenz der Dokumentarfilme“36 unerwähnt. Die
Rezensenten beschäftigten sich ausschließlich mit der Gaskammervision, die als Repräsentation des Holocaust extrem polarisierend wirkte. Die verurteilenden Kritiken beanstandeten an der Szene, dass sie das Undarstellbare darstellen wolle. Nach
Anna Földes sei „die Darstellung des Undarstellbaren auf der der Leinwand“, d. h.
der „Zwang, die Hölle des Todeslagers auf die Leinwand zu bringen“, weder künstlerisch noch menschlich akzeptabel;37 István Fenyő meinte, „die Deportation und die
Gaskammern haben keine Poesie und können sie auch nicht haben. Diese Bilder der
Unmenschlichkeit demütigen die Kunst und noch mehr die Erinnerung der einstigen Opfer.“38 Das Missfallen wurde in erster Linie dadurch ausgelöst, dass im Gegensatz zur referenziellen Authentizität der Archivaufnahmen die vor allem körperliche
Repräsentation der Schauspieler bzw. Komparsen keinen wirklichkeitsgetreuen Eindruck erwecken konnte und – wie argumentiert wurde – sogar geschmacklos sei. In
diesem Sinne schreibt Nagy über die „nackte Revue der wohlsituierten Statisterie“,39
und der Kritiker einer Lokalzeitung sprach von einer Szenenfolge, „die eher an
Nacktbadende, als an die in die Gaskammer verschleppten, gequälten, zum Tode
Verurteilten erinnert“.40
Aus heutiger Perspektive klingen die anerkennenden Meinungen über die Gaskammervision ungewöhnlicher. Esti Hírlap (Abendblatt) hielt sie für eine „denkwürdige, großartige Sequenz“,41 und die Zeitschrift Film Színház Muzsika (Film Theater Musik) meinte, „die bildlichen Visionen erscheinen besonders schauderhaft
31 Vera Létay, Utószezon, in: Népszabadság, 26. Februar 1967, 9.
32 István Fenyő, Egy hónap – négy új magyar film [Ein Monat – vier neue ungarische Filme], in: Kortárs 11 (1967)
5, 830-835, 834.
33 Ervin Gyertyán, Utószezon, in: Filmvilág, 1. März 1967, 1-5, 5.
34 Zoltán Hegedüs, A bűntudat komédiája. Néhány szó az Utószezonról [Komödie des Schuldgefühls. Ein paar
Worte über die Nachsaison], in: Látóhatár 17 (1967) 4, 368-370, hier 369.
35 Márkusz, Utószezon, 4.
36 Géza Páll, Utószezon. Magyar film a bűnről, amely jogilag „tiszta“ [Ungarischer Film über die Schuld, die juristisch „klar“ ist], in: Kelet-Magyarország, 15. März 1967, 5.
37 Anna Földes, Utószezon, in: Nők Lapja, 25. März 1967, 9.
38 Fenyő, Egy hónap – négy új magyar film, 834.
39 László B. Nagy, Az önvizsgálat zsákutcájában [In der Sackgasse der Selbstprüfung], in: Élet és Irodalom 11
(1967) 8-9, 9.
40 A. J., Gondolatok egy filmbemutató kapcsán, in: Zalai Hírlap, 5. März 1967, 8.
41 László Bernáth, Utószezon, in: Esti Hírlap, 22. Februar 1967, 2.
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authentisch in diesem fotografischen Stil“.42 Die Kulturzeitschrift Látóhatár (Horizont) betonte, der Film lade „die moralische Botschaft nicht gefühlsmäßig auf, die er
klug, schön und suggestiv formuliert“.43 Die südungarische Tageszeitung Dunántúli
Napló (Transdanubischer Anzeiger) lobte „die von der Fantasie erzeugte, bedrückende Lampenschirm-Szene“, die „mit einer erschreckenden Originalität die Unmenschlichkeit des Faschismus andeutete“.44 Das Lokalblatt Fejér Megyei Hírlap
(Nachrichtenblatt für das Komitat Fejér) würdigte neben der Authentizität auch die
dramaturgische Rolle der Szene:
„Und wenn wir schon fast einen körperlichen Schmerz spüren, greift Fábri
in unsere Nerven und in unser Gewissen mit der gnadenlos aufrichtig,
großartig komponierten Visionsfolge, mit der authentischen Inszenierung
der Gräuel der Gaskammern, mit der Montage der ‚Werkstatt für Lampenschirmherstellung‘ und der Marmorplatten, die die Namen der Hunderttausenden Märtyrer bewahren.“45
Die zeitgenössische ausländische Presse lobte den Film einhellig,46 befasste sich
aber bis auf einige Halbsätze kaum mit den Fragen des Gewissens und des Schuldbewusstseins bzw. mit dem Problem der Repräsentation des Holocaust. Den Preis
Cineforum 67 gewann Nachsaison „für Menschlichkeit, für einen fantasievollen
Sprachstil mit gutem Rhythmus, in dem die Groteske die Erhabenheit nicht neutralisiert, und für die Stellungnahme gegen Gewalt und Intoleranz“.47 Im Ausland löste
der Film zudem eher Skandale als Diskussionen aus, nachdem Israel beanstandet
hatte, dass der ehemalige Pfeilkreuzler und Re-Emigrant Antal Páger die Hauptrolle
spielte, was von Fábri damit verteidigt wurde, dass „er sich zur Zufriedenheit der
Behörden erklären konnte“.48 Die Zeitschrift Variety bezeichnete den Film als „ungarischen Jud Süß“ und wies Páger eine herausragende Rolle bei der Beeinflussung der
Öffentlichkeit zu, die der Deportation der Juden assistiert hatte. Die Zeitschrift hielt
die Teilnahme des Films am internationalen Filmfestival für einen Skandal und die
Tatsache, dass Páger in Nachsaison die Hauptrolle spielen durfte, für den Zynismus
des Kádár’schen Sozialismus.49
Die zeitgenössische Rezeption von Nachsaison zeigt deutlich, dass Mitte der
1960er-Jahre die bildliche Repräsentation des Holocaust noch nicht kanonisiert war,
weshalb sich die Möglichkeiten für die Darstellung der Katastrophe vielfältiger gestalteten. Wurde der Film im Westen als legitime Variante der Darstellung des Holocaust bewertet, hielt man ihn in Ungarn für das provokative Werk der Auseinandersetzung mit der Vergangenheit. Die westliche Kritik richtete sich auch nicht gegen
die künstlerische Leistung des Hauptdarstellers, sondern gegen seine Person.

42 Jenő Illés, Utószezon. A bűntudat filmje [Nachsaison. Film des Schuldbewusstseins], in: Film Színház Muzsika, 24. Februar 1967, 4-5, hier 5.
43 Hegedüs, A bűntudat komédiája, 369.
44 H. E., Utószezon. Új magyar film [Neuer ungarischer Film], in: Dunántúli Napló, 26. Februar 1967, 10.
45 Antal Kátay, Utószezon, in: Fejér Megyei Hírlap, 25. Februar 1967, 4.
46 Vgl.: L’Ora Palermo (30. August 1967), Il Tempo Roma (30. August 1967), La Tribune de Genève (31. August
1967); zit. nach: Nemeskürty, Fábri Zoltán, 172-173.
47 László Zay, Több kitüntetést kapott az Utószezon Velencében [Die Nachsaison erhielt mehrere Auszeichnungen in Venedig], in: Magyar Nemzet, 9. September 1967, 4.
48 Thomas Quinn Curtis, in: International Herald Tribune, 30. August 1967; zit. nach: Nemeskürty, Fábri Zoltán, 172.
49 Israel Incensed by Nazi-Tainted Venice Film Entry, in: Variety, 23. August 1967. 15.
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Der Plan, dass der Schauspieler Antal Páger, der sich zur Zeit des christlich-nationalen Kurses bzw. des Pfeilkreuzlerregimes kompromittiert und nach seiner Emigration 1944 schließlich in Argentinien niedergelassen hatte, ‚freiwillig‘ heimkehren
möge, entstand im Jänner 1955 im ungarischen Innenministerium.
„Wir beschäftigen uns mit Antal Páger, um ihn zur freiwilligen Rückkehr zu
bewegen. Antal Páger war in Ungarn eine allgemein bekannte Person. Seine
Heimkehr und seine Auftritte in adäquater Form wären eine gute Propaganda für uns im Kampf gegen die faschistische Emigration im Ausland.“50
Im Innenministerium und vermutlich auch im Politbüro der USAP rechnete
man damit, dass mit Págers Rückkehr nicht nur die faschistische Emigration geschwächt, sondern auch die Reputation der Volksrepublik Ungarn erhöht würde,
und dass die Präsenz des hervorragenden Schauspielers weitere Erfolge in Kunst und
Propaganda zeitigen könne. Nach streckenweise kleinlichen Verhandlungen seitens
der vom Innenministerium eingeschalteten Vermittler kam es schließlich zu einer
Einigung. Der Schauspieler, der noch immer die Rache der „aufgehetzten Juden“
befürchtete,51 kehrte Ende August 1956 nach Ungarn zurück.
Die meisten Pressereaktionen begrüßten die Heimkehr Págers: Er möge aber bescheiden bleiben und hart arbeiten. Alle mögen, die Presse inbegriffen – sagten die
Vertreter der Presse! –, stillhalten, man solle kein Aufhebens um ihn machen.52 Dennoch langten bei Zeitungen empörte Leserbriefe ein,53 und Spitzelberichte sprachen
über eine richtige Welle von Unmutsäußerungen. „Die allgemeine Stimmung ist
recht schlecht. Es wird nicht gutgeheißen, dass der Staat Antal Páger heimkehren
lässt, ohne ihn zur Verantwortung zu ziehen. Páger gibt hochtrabende Presseerklärungen ab und kann unter Theaterengagements auswählen.“54
Ein Stasi-Informant fasste zusammen: „Der Fall Páger beweist einerseits, dass
Täter oder geistige Urheber der Taten von 1944 für breite Kreise der Gesellschaft
nach wie vor unsympathisch sind, und zwar nicht nur in den Augen des Judentums.“55
Die Empörung nahm auch der Parteivorstand wahr und entschied sich für einen
Rückzieher:
„Das Politbüro fasste den Beschluss, dass die übertriebenen Versprechungen nicht eingelöst werden können. Antal Páger darf keine Hauptrolle bekommen, man darf ihm nur kleine Rollen geben. […] In finanzieller Hin50 Állambiztonsági Szolgálatok Történeti Levéltára [Historisches Archiv der Staatssicherheitsdienste Ungarns]
(ÁBTL), K-587-t.sz. Páger, „Pacsirta, Pécsi“ 24. BM II/7. Alosztál, 7. Jänner 1955.
51 Ebda.
52 Vgl. z. B.: N. N., Helyes és demokratikus [Richtig und demokratisch], in: Népszava, 4. September 1954. 3.
53 In der Wochenzeitung Béke és Szabadság [Frieden und Freiheit] widmete der Chefredakteur István Vajda
Anfang September 1956 dieser Frage eine eigene Glosse mit dem Titel Levél egy olvasóhoz [Brief an einen
Leser]: „Antal Páger, in voller Montur seiner ehemaligen Popularität, war glühender Anhänger des Faschismus bis zum letzten Augenblick unserer nationalen Tragödie. Er ging nicht weg, sondern er floh. […] Die öffentliche Meinung weiß derzeit lediglich so viel, dass Páger angekommen ist, im Hotel Gellért wohnt, wieder
Filme machen will und mit keinem einzigen Wort gesagt hat: Ich bereue es, es tut mir sehr leid.“ (5. September
1956, 15). Die Tageszeitung Magyar Nemzet bekam einen an Ernő Gerő, den ersten Sekretär der Partei der
Ungarischen Werktätigen, adressierten Drohbrief, dessen Kopie im Páger-Dossier zu finden ist. Im mit Frau
G. L. signierten Brief steht u. a.: „Páger muss in drei Tagen angeklagt und verhaftet werden, sonst starten wir
unsere Vergeltungsaktion. Er trägt die Verantwortung für sämtliche Demonstrationen der Pfeilkreuzler (Sallaistraße, Universität, vor dem Parlament und in der Synagoge in Óbuda). Wir verbannen ebenfalls die Zeitung Szabad Nép [Freies Volk], sie heißt nun unter unseren Genossen Virradat [Morgenröte, Anspielung auf
die ehemalige rechtsradikale Wochenzeitung] und kommt, wie geschrieben, auf den den ihr gebührenden
Platz, wir schmeißen sie in die Toilette. Die Faust Zehntausender Arbeiter wartet darauf, zuzuschlagen.“
54 ÁBTL, K-587-t.sz. Páger, „Pacsirta, Pécsi“ 158. Bericht, 4. September 1956.
55 Ebda.
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sicht darf der Págers Ehefrau versprochene Betrag nicht überwiesen werden,
Páger darf keine größere Summe bekommen. Was seine Villa betrifft, […]
darf sie, sofern es keine größeren Schwierigkeiten bereitet, zurückgegeben
werden, für die Kosten der Sanierung und Möblierung dürfen wir aber
nicht aufkommen.“56
Páger hatte Glück, die Revolution von 1956 begünstigte seine Karriere. Er blieb in
den Tagen des Aufstandes passiv, und 1957, als der Kunstbetrieb zeitweilig große
Schauspieler – Ferenc Bessenyei, Iván Darvas, László Mensáros und Imre Sinkovits
(die wegen ihres politischen Engagements 1956 im Gefängnis saßen) – entbehren
musste, bekam er zuerst Neben-, später auch Hauptrollen. Bald gehörte er zu den
meistbeschäftigten Filmschauspielern des Landes. Seine Kollegen taten zwar öfters
ihren Unmut kund, dass „Páger in einer dermaßen bornierten Weise ein dämlicher
Faschist ist, dass er nur noch ausgelacht wird“.57 Seine Leistung wurde aber vom
Kunstbetrieb und der Politik hochgeschätzt. 1963 wurde er „Ausgezeichneter Künst
ler“, und 1964 erhielt er auf den Filmfestspielen von Cannes den Preis für den besten
Darsteller, 1965 folgte schließlich der Kossuth-Preis.
Péter Molnár Gál setzt in seinem 1988 erschienenen und das Schweigen um Páger
brechenden Buch den Akzent auf das Verhältnis des Schauspielers und der zur
Macht. Das Buch durchläuft die Stationen von Págers Leben und Karriere, die
Schlüsselfrage richtet sich aber auf seine politische Stellungnahme in den 1940erJahren und dann auf die scheinbar erfolgreiche, aber schwer belastete Strategie des
sozialistischen Systems, ihn zu integrieren, in deren Folge sich Págers künstlerische
Karriere voll entfalten konnte, sein Privatleben aber in die Brüche ging.58
Hatte die Person des Hauptdarstellers Einfluss auf die Rezeption von Nachsaison?
Dachten die Zuschauer, dass Nachsaison den Schauspieler durch die Rolle des Kerekes zu einem Canossagang zwinge? Verändert sich die Interpretation des Films,
wenn man in Rechnung stellt, dass der einstige Polizeipräsident der Kleinstadt, Péter
Hohl, von Lajos Básti gespielt wurde, der jüdischer Herkunft war? Der Medienwissenschaftler Péter György erkennt in der Rollenverteilung Básti-Páger „das unmissverständliche Emblem des ästhetischen Zynismus der Kádár-Ära“: „Man fragte sich
nicht mehr, wer was überlebte, was man verlor, verriet, verkaufte, wofür wer zahlte.“59
Er meint, der ästhetische Zynismus bedeutet in Nachsaison nichts anderes als das:
„[W]enn ein Jude nach Verbüßen der Strafe den ausgezeichnet zurechtkommenden,
vor Gesundheit und Freude strotzenden ehemaligen Polizeipräsidenten spielt, dann
ist alles in Ordnung, dann muss man nichts ernst nehmen, dann ist vielleicht die
Eichmann-Affäre auch nicht so ernst“.60
Heute lässt sich nicht mehr zweifelsfrei feststellen, welche Rolle die referenzielle
Deutung des Lebenslaufs der Schauspieler in der Rezeption spielte. Nachsaison lässt
sich allerdings auch ohne eine solche Deutung interpretieren. Erstens können wir
ausschließen, dass es dabei um das zynische Zusammenwirken von ‚Macht‘ und
‚Volk‘ geht. Zoltán Fábris schöpferische Autonomie steht Mitte der 1960er-Jahre
außer Frage, und zu dieser Zeit ist Páger wieder ein anerkannter Künstler, der die
Rolle sicherlich hätte zurückweisen können. Aber dann stellt sich die Frage, welche
Erklärung Fábris schöpferische Methode für die Wahl der Schauspieler bietet. Dabei
56 ÁBTL, K-587-t.sz. Páger, Aufzeichnung von István Móró, Oberstleutnant der Staatssicherheit, 192, 14. September 1956.
57 ÁBTL, 17376/1, Dossier des Agenten „Cyránó“.
58 Péter Molnár Gál, A Páger-ügy [Die Páger-Affäre], Budapest 1988.
59 György, Apám helyett, 58, 264.
60 Ebda., 264.
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sind zwei Faktoren zu bedenken: der vorsätzliche Plan und der Einsatz professioneller Schauspieler. Der Regisseur hatte von Anfang an Páger als Hauptdarsteller im
Sinn.61 Den Vorsatz seiner Vorstellungen betont auch der Kameramann György
Illés: „[I]n der Nachsaison wurde eine wahre ‚Choreografie‘ der Schauspieler bzw. der
Kamerabewegung entworfen.“62 Der Regisseur und der Kameramann besprachen
die einzelnen Szenen, Fábri erfand die Bewegungselemente, die im Laufe der Dreharbeiten unverändert blieben. Er kam jeden Tag mit einem fertigen Plan an den Drehort, den er nur in den seltensten Fällen modifizierte.63 Was das Vertrauen in das
berufliche Können der professionellen Schauspieler betrifft, brach Fábri in den
1960er-Jahren mit der neorealistischen Ästhetik und setzte keine Laienschauspieler
mehr ein. Die Auswahl der Schauspieler war also sicherlich das Ergebnis bewusster
Planung, in der das berufliche Können der Schauspieler die Hauptrolle spielte.

Warum ein vergessener Film?

ESSAY

Allgemein lässt sich feststellen, dass sich der globale erinnerungspolitische Rahmen für die sich auf die Vergangenheit berufenden moralischen Urteile verändert
hat. Zurzeit ist die Forderung nach einer Auseinandersetzung mit der Vergangenheit
Teil des Diskurses der Holocausterinnerung,64 die „im Zeitalter des Gedenkens“65
zum universellen Symbol geworden ist. Der Holocaust als Memento, als Symbol des
absolut Bösen gilt heute in der globalen Erinnerungskultur als Maßstab für moralisches Urteilen.66
In der historischen Ordnung der Gegenwart, die meistens mit der Analogie des
Gedenkens, des Museums oder des Archivs beschrieben wird,67 ist ein absurdes Eindringen der Vergangenheit in die Gegenwart unverständlich – es ist aber nicht nur
dem Film von Fábri, sondern auch dem Roman von Rónay eigen. Dies bringt die
Szene zum Ausdruck, in der Kerekes auf der Gedenktafel mit den Namen der Opfer
von Bergen-Belsen, Ravensbrück und Auschwitz nach den Szilágyis sucht und der
Steinmetz ihm erklärt: „Jedes Jahr mehrmals. Neue Beweise, neue Namen. Die Märtyrer vermehren sich, neue Arbeit für den Vergolder. Eine wunderschöne Arbeit ist
es, habe die Ehre. Bloß nachdenken darf man dabei nicht.“
Die gegenwärtigen Kritiken, die Nachsaison meistens verurteilen, zeigen die Veränderung des Kontextes an. Der gegen die Juden gerichtete, historisch einmalige
Genozid wird zur dominanten Form der Erinnerung an die Zeit. John Cunningham
lässt im Kapitel The 1960s: New Directors, New Films, New Wave seiner Monografie
über die Geschichte des ungarischen Films Nachsaison unerwähnt,68 wobei er Zwei
Halbzeiten in der Hölle, Zwanzig Stunden und Sonnenfinsternis seitenlang bespricht.
61 (szalkai), Színes filmre készül Fábri Zoltán. Beszámoló Mexikóról és az új terv [Zoltán Fábri plant einen Farbfilm. Bericht über Mexiko und der neue Plan], in: Esti Hírlap, 20. Dezember 1965, 2.
62 N. N., Alkotói együttműködés – művészi önállóság. Operatőrök vitája az Utószezon szakmai tanulságairól
[Schöpferische Zusammenarbeit – künstlerische Eigenständigkeit. Diskussion der Kameraleute über die professionellen Lehren der Nachsaison], in: Filmkultúra 8 (1967) 3, 21.
63 József Marx, Fábri Zoltán, Budapest 2004, 140.
64 Jeffrey C. Alexander, On the Social Construction of Moral Universals. The ‚Holocaust‘ from War Crime to
Trauma Drama, in: European Journal of Social Theory 5 (2002) 1, 5-85.
65 Pierre Nora, Das Zeitalter des Gedenkens, in: Ders. (Hg.), Erinnerungsorte Frankreichs, München 2005, 543575.
66 Daniel Levy/Natan Sznaider, Holocaust and Memory in the Golden Age, Philadelphia 2006.
67 François Hartog, Régimes d’historicité. Présentisme et expériences du temp, [Regime der Historizität. Gegenwartsbezogenheit und Zeiterfahrungen], Paris 2003.
68 John Cunningham, Hungarian Cinema: From Coffee House to Multiplex, London/New York 2004.
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Interessanterweise behandelt er Nachsaison zusammen mit Sonnenfinsternis eingehend in einem gesonderten Kapitel, das den Titel Juden, Zigeuner und andere trägt.
Mit dieser Gliederung trennt der Autor die mit dem Völkermord an den Juden und
Roma verbundenen Werke von den anderen filmischen Deutungen der Vergangenheit. Es wird getrennt, was in Fábris schöpferischem Programm zusammengehörte
und den Manifestationen der als Faschismus bezeichneten (historischen) Gewalt
zugerechnet wurde.
Eine andere prägende Frage des gegenwärtigen Diskurses der universalen Erinnerung an den Holocaust betrifft die Darstellbarkeit der Katastrophe. Dabei geht es um
ein zweifaches Problem: um die ethische Frage der ästhetischen Darstellung des Leidens und um die Unmöglichkeit der künstlerischen Repräsentation, um das Scheitern der Referenzialität.69 In der heutigen Erinnerungskultur gelten nur die Äußerungen der Überlebenden und Augenzeugen als authentisch.70 Als weitere Einschränkung der Darstellbarkeit kommt die psychologisierende Betrachtungsweise
hinzu, wonach der Holocaust ein Trauma sei und als solches nicht zur Sprache gebracht werden könne. Im Zusammenhang mit Fábris Film stellt sich dieses Problem
hinsichtlich der bildlichen Darstellbarkeit des Holocaust. Die neueren Kritiken lassen den aus Archivaufnahmen komponierten Film im Film unerwähnt und verurteilen einhellig die Gaskammervision – im Gegensatz zu den zeitgenössischen Kritiken. Gábor Gelencsér verweist beispielsweise nicht etwa auf das unterschiedliche
Thema des Romans und des Films, sondern auf ihre unterschiedliche Medialität,
wenn er behauptet, dass Fábris ironische Tonlage nichts anderes als leerer Zynismus
sei. Dadurch, dass „Fábris Film […] versucht, das Unzeigbare zu rekonstruieren“,
schreibt Gelencsér, „stößt er unweigerlich auf das untilgbare Hindernis, auf den Realismus des Filmbildes – im Gegensatz zur Begrifflichkeit der Literatur“.71 Er verweist offensichtlich darauf, dass die Rekonstruktion der Wirklichkeit des Konzen
trationslagers der Rekonstruktion des Leidens gleichkäme, sonst sei sie unglaubwürdig. Dies wird von Géza Komoróczy in einem Gespräch klar formuliert: „[M]an
kann es unmöglich inszenieren, denn man kann keine gequälten, mageren, verzweifelten, ihrer menschlichen Züge beraubten Komparsen aufmarschieren lassen, die
wirklich wie die Menschen von damals sind. Dieses Gebiet lässt sich visuell nicht
erschließen.“72 Vera Surányi fordert den Lanzmann’schen Imperativ von Fábri ein
und behauptet, es sei „eine der umstrittensten und geschmacklosesten Szenen der
ungarischen Filmkunst. Über die Vernichtung gibt es keine Dokumentation, und es
kann sie auch nicht geben.“73 Sogar György Tatár, der sich der „Zeigbarkeit“ durch
die „Unzeigbarkeit“, die Vorstellung – oder die Erinnerungsarbeit –, nähert, setzt
eine Art optisches Register voraus, das die Wirklichkeit in ihrer Ganzheit zeigt: „Ich
habe das Gefühl, über den Holocaust kann man ausschließlich auf surreale Weise
einen guten Film machen, d. h., der Film kann nichts damit zu tun haben, was dort

69 Tamás Kisantal, A csenden innen és túl – a holokauszt kifejezésének problémái [Diesseits und jenseits der
Stille – Probleme bei der Artikulierung des Holocaust], in: http://arkadia.pte.hu/magyar/cikkek/csenden_
innen_es_tul (3. März 2020).
70 Annette Wieviorka, L’ère du témoin, Paris 2002.
71 Gelencsér, Az emlék: más, 34-37.
72 Zsófia Mihancsik, Visszaköpött imák [Zurückgespuckte Gebete], in: Filmvilág 43 (2000) 9, 4-7; http://www.
filmvilag.hu/xista_frame.php?cikk_id=3043 (3. März 2020).
73 „If I had found an existing film – a secret film because it was strictly prohibited – made by an SS man showing
how 3,000 Jews, men, women and children, died together, asphyxiated in the gas chamber of Crematorium II
at Auschwitz; if I had found that, not only would I not have shown it, I would have destroyed it. I am not cap
able of saying why. It goes without saying.“ Zit. nach: Libby Saxton, Haunted Images: Film, Ethics, Testimony
and the Holocaust, London 2008, 128.
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wirklich, im optischen Sinn vor sich ging.“74 Ferenc Erős, der in der Frage der Darstellbarkeit zu einem ähnlichen Urteil kommt, rechnet mit Nachsaison restlos ab:
„Der Versuch der Konfrontation scheiterte total: Die Vergangenheit zu evozieren,
sich schuldig zu fühlen und Vergangenheit zu übernehmen, ist genauso eine ‚wahnsinnige‘ Sache, wie über das Leiden zu sprechen.“75 Da Erős den Film als Versuch der
„Aufarbeitung des Holocaust und der Initiierung der Trauerarbeit“ behandelt, ist
das Endergebnis für ihn verständlicherweise ein totales Fiasko.
Nach den Normen unserer heutigen Erinnerungskultur hatte Zoltán Fábris Film
eigentlich nie Saison, weder Vor- noch Nachsaison, und konnte sie auch nicht haben.
Durch die Veränderung in der Ordnung des auf die Vergangenheit gerichteten Diskurses geriet jener ungarische Film der 1960er-Jahre in Vergessenheit, in dem es um
die alltägliche, massenhafte und ohnmächtige Mittäterschaft zur Zeit des Holocaust
geht. Nachsaison formulierte an einem Wendepunkt im Prozess der Erinnerung, als
die Kanonisierung der Erinnerung an den Holocaust erst begann und diesen in der
Folge zu einem universellen Emblem machen sollte, eine gültige Aussage über die
moralische Beurteilung menschlicher Handlung. Als eine Art ‚osteuropäischer erinnerungspolitischer‘ Versuch stellt der Film den (Anti-)Faschismus in den Mittelpunkt
der auf die Vergangenheit gerichteten Handlung. Diese Politik erfasst das Verhältnis
von Vergangenheit und Gegenwart nicht mit den Begriffen des Gedenkens oder des
Archivs, sondern mit jenen der Analogie und Analyse, und verortet die Konfronta
tion nicht in der institutionalisierten Öffentlichkeit, sondern als Problem des individuellen Gewissens. Wenngleich sich Fábris Stellungnahme im Kontext des Kalten
Kriegs als unhaltbar erwies, büßt sie vielleicht doch nicht ihre ganze Aktualität ein.
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Zuerst erschienen als Máté Zombory/András Lénárt/Anna Lujza Szász, Elfeledett szembenézés. Holokauszt és emlékezet Fábri Zoltán Utószezon c. filmjében [Vergessene Konfrontation. Holocaust und
Erinnerung in Zoltán Fábris Film Nachsaison] in: Budapesti Könyvszemle (BUKSZ) 25 (2013) 3, 245256. Übersetzung: Amália Kerekes. Der Text wurde zur besseren Verständlichkeit für ein deutschsprachiges Publikum redaktionell gekürzt und inhaltlich bearbeitet. Lektorat: Verena Pawlowsky
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While the liberation of Europe in 1945 did not result in the end of antisemitism, Jews, Judaism, and Jewishness acquired new value in the aftermath of the Shoah. In democratic Europe, the Jew became at the very least the “enemy that we now must love”. Like antisemitism,
European philosemitic discourse mutated over time. To counteract the image of the Jewish
enemy, secular and Christian philosemites imagined various types of loveable “good Jews”.
This newfound sympathy was not devoid of ambiguities. Philosemitism, broadly conceived
as positive discourse on Jews, can indeed easily recycle antisemitic themes, recreate Jewish
otherness, or strategically compensate for Holocaust guilt. However, while the Israeli or cosmopolitan Jew continues to fuel antisemitic paranoia, post-Holocaust ‘philosemitism’ has
redefined the relationship between contemporary Europe and its Jews.

“It seems to me that none of us can return”, wrote Hannah Arendt from the United States in January 1946, “merely because people again seem prepared to recognize
Jews as Germans or something else. We can return only if we are welcome as Jews.”
In this letter to her former mentor Karl Jaspers, the future theorist of the “right to
have rights” surprisingly doubted the inclusive virtues of modern citizenship. In liberated Western Europe, as well as Germany and Austria, all surviving Jews recovered
full citizenship rights at the end of the conflict. Yet for Arendt, the real test of Jewish
incorporation was the recognition of Jews as Jews, not merely “as Germans or Frenchmen, as if nothing had happened.”1 Jewish existence in post-Holocaust Europe, in
her mind, was only conceivable if Jewishness found unprecedented acceptance on
the continent. In Soviet-controlled areas, violence against returning Jews between
1944 and 1946 quickly shattered such hope. In Poland, the Kielce Pogrom of July
1946 triggered a Jewish exodus towards the American occupation zone in Germany.
In Arendt’s native country, physical violence against survivors was rare, but the re
integration of the remaining German Jews “as Jews” was far from secured. After Nazism had dreamed of a world without Jews, Arendt soon discovered that defeated
Germans coped uncomfortably with a world with Jews.
To be sure, the Federal Republic’s founding fathers praised the Jewish contribution to German culture, pledged to protect ‘Jewish fellow citizens’ from antisemitism,
and from 1952 onwards paid reparations to survivors and the state of Israel. ProJewish attitudes, however, afforded the Bonn Republic moral legitimation while collective denial and ‘secondary antisemitism’ prevailed within the West German public. In France, the Low Countries, and Italy, Jewish communities successfully rebuilt,
but the memory of the genocide was blurred within a narrative of national martyrdom. In Austria, a ‘victim’s doctrine’ alleged that all citizens suffered equally from
German aggression, allowing the founders of the Second Republic to oppose special
consideration of Jewish claims. Even the victorious United Kingdom was more at
1 Lotte Kohler/Hans Saner (ed.), Hannah Arendt/Karl Jaspers Correspondence, 1926–1969, San Diego 1993, 31.
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ease with the “Englishman of Jewish faith” than with Jewish particularism. In 1946,
the Jewish historian Lewis Namier acknowledged this limitation when he urged
British Jews to either disappear into “civilised” English society or regenerate as a ‘nation’ in Palestine. Both options, he claimed, put a timely “end to the Jew of the ‘Jewish
Question’”.2
Indeed, the return of democracy in Western Europe did not translate into a Zero
Hour of unequivocal acceptance. In Germany, where Allied surveys monitored public opinion, the colossal legacies of Nazism precluded improvement. In Austria, the
depth of antisemitic prejudice shocked numerous contemporary observers. In
France and the Netherlands, the question of restitution triggered fierce resentment
among non-Jewish owners of ‘Aryanised’ Jewish properties. Italy offered a brighter
outlook, although in 1946 the liberal intellectual Benedetto Croce advised Jews to
abandon “the surviving traits of a barbaric and primitive religiosity”. Hitler, by
“making his own” the Jewish idea of the chosen people, had fully demonstrated its
dangerous potential.3 In England, too, wrote George Orwell in 1945, “humane and
enlightened people” were not immune to anti-Jewish prejudice.4 At the start of August 1947, the so-called “Sergeants affair” gave way to short-lived but unprecedented
antisemitic violence. After the killing of two British soldiers at the hands of the Irgun
in Palestine, angry mobs beat up Jews, damaged synagogues, and tore down Jewishowned shops in the economically depressed cities of Liverpool, Manchester, and
Hull. With various degrees of intensity, mild to severe antagonism subsided in Western Europe after Nazism. However, the French Jewish novelist Albert Cohen did not
nurture any illusions. “The old wish for ‘death to the Jews’”, he wrote in September
1945, “still awaits me on the walls of all capitals.”5
Yet if ‘death to the Jews’ was now painted on walls, it was also the result of suppressed antisemitism in the public arena. In liberated France, for instance, Charles
De Gaulle’s government reinstated the anti-defamation Marchandeau Law, which
had been abolished under Vichy. France became the first European country to criminalise hate speech, while a moratorium on public antisemitism was enforced across
Western Europe or imposed on occupied Germany. What has been labelled “antisemitism without antisemites” indeed captures the mutation of aversion to Jews in
the immediate post-war period.6 Although former collaborationists in France, Belgium, and the Netherlands, former fascists in Italy, and former Nazis in Germany
and Austria rapidly walked free if they were prosecuted at all, ‘antisemites’, while
alarmingly numerous according to anonymous public opinion surveys, disappeared
from plain view.
With antisemitism publicly off-limits, negative statements about Jews lodged
themselves within an ambiguous ‘philosemitic’ discourse. Examples from early postwar cinema illustrate this evolution. In Austria, Georg Pabst’s Der Prozess (The Trial,
1948) sympathised with Jews falsely accused of ritual murder in a late nineteenthcentury Hungarian village. The movie, however, accentuated stereotypical Jewish
traits in a fashion reminiscent of Nazi propaganda. In Italy, L’ebreo errante (The
Wandering Jew, 1948) starring Vittorio Gassmann in the role of a wealthy but
2 Lewis Namier, The Jewish Question, in: The Manchester Guardian, 8 March 1946, reprinted in Lewis Namier,
Facing East. Essays on Germany, the Balkans and Russia in the Twentieth Century, London 1947, 142-150.
3 David Ward, Antifascisms. Cultural Politics in Italy 1943–1946, London 1992, 82.
4 George Orwell, Anti-Semitism in Britain, in: Contemporary Jewish Record, 1945, cited in: Peter Davison (ed.),
The Complete Works of George Orwell, Vol 17, I Belong to the Left, London 1998, 64-70.
5 Albert Cohen, Jour de mes dix ans. Fragments [My Tenth Birthday. Fragments], in: Esprit 114 (1945), 77-87.
6 On this concept, see: Bernd Marin, Antisemitismus ohne Antisemiten. Studien zur Vorurteildynamik, Vienna 2000.
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‘cursed’ Jew, replicated this pattern. His execution at the hands of the Nazis inspired
compassion, yet the film openly portrayed the Holocaust as expiation for the Jews’
refusal to accept Christ. With good reason, therefore, the few historians who have
explored the issue of ‘philosemitism’ after 1945 have dismissed the phenomenon as
a ‘code’ that flirted dangerously with the taboo of antisemitism or even simply
“whitewash[ed] the yellow badge”.7 Others have cautioned against confusing ‘antiantisemitism’ (the general reprobation of antisemitism after 1945) with an appreciation of Jews or Jewishness. All in all, scholars commonly find ‘philosemitism’ more
insidious than transparent antisemitism.
Likewise, post-war Jewish intellectuals in Europe rarely embraced signs of demonstrative sympathy. In 1965, the Jewish German sociologist Eleanore Sterling
warned against the Judenidolatrie that was pervasive among ‘philosemites’ in the
Federal Republic. The idealisation of (dead) Jews as “bearer of culture”, Sterling
wrote, was in fact replete with antisemitic clichés. In a short poem entitled Filosemiet
(Philosemite, 1967), the Dutch survivor and historian Saul van Messel did not hide
his contempt: “Worse than / hate which / can offend: friendship / against which / I
cannot / defend.”8
Yet for ‘philosemitism’ to become an irritant, it first needed to exist. In Western
Europe from 1945 to 1989 and within the European Union afterwards, philosemitism conceived of as positive discourse on Jews or Judaism became the dominant
framework for non-Jewish/Jewish relations. That ‘love for the Jews’ potentially re
cycles antisemitic images, reinforces Jewish otherness, or deflects Holocaust guilt
should not mask its migration towards mainstream public discourse. Periodisations
vary from country to country, yet at a minimum, the ‘Jew’ became a figure deserving
of public respect: As the German case continues to demonstrate, nervous philosemitism fulfilled a central function of compensation. On the other end of the spectrum,
however, new languages of Christian and secular solidarity with Jews emerged in
theology or philosophy, something we can possibly call French philosemitism.
One way to sketch out the trajectory of ‘philosemitic Europe’, I propose, is to follow the figural ‘good Jews’ who since 1945 have populated the philosemitic imagination. Since the rise of ‘philosemitism’ as a counterpart to antisemitism in the late
nineteenth century, the ‘good Jew/bad Jew’ dichotomy has permeated expressions of
self-proclaimed empathy towards Jews. Following the Dreyfus affair, the French
Jewish intellectual Bernard Lazare already sensed this ambivalence among supporters of the banished Jewish captain. “Philosemites”, he wrote in 1901, “go to great
lengths to establish that the Jew is perfectly similar to the people surrounding him
[…] only to point out his certain inferiority.”9 In 1920, the Secretary of State for War
Winston Churchill famously applied this principle to his inventory of admirable
“good” Jews (those loyal to their country of residence or Jewish pioneers in Palestine)
as opposed to Jewish “international terrorists” and followers of Bolshevism. Likewise, the ‘anti-antisemitic’ Christian humanist literature of the 1930s came to the
7 Frank Stern, The Whitewashing of the Yellow Badge. Antisemitism and Philosemitism in Postwar Germany,
translated by William Templer, Oxford 1992.
8 Eleonore Sterling, Judenfreunde-Judenfeinde, in: Die Zeit, 10 December 1965; Saul van Messel, Filosemiet
[Philosemite], in: Zeer zeker en zeker zeer. Joodse gedichten [Very Certain and Certainly Very. Jewish Poems],
The Hague 1967.
9 Antoine Compagnon, Antisémitisme ou antimodernisme? Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu, Bernard Lazare, Léon
Bloy [Antisemitism or Anti-Modernism? Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu, Bernard Lazare, and Léon Bloy], in: Ilana Y.
Zinguer/Sam W. Bloom (ed.), L’antisémitisme éclairé. Inclusion et exclusion depuis l’Epoque des Lumières
jusqu’à l’affaire Dreyfus/Inclusion and Exclusion. Perspectives on Jews from the Enlightenment to the Dreyfus Affair, Leiden 2003, 423-447.
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defence of innocent Jews unduly victimised yet denounced atheistic Jewish revolutionaries. After the Holocaust, preferences for certain ideal Jews continued to characterise empathetic discourse in Western Europe. Philosemitism, broadly conceived
as positive attitudes towards Jews, indeed legitimated various non-Jewish projects
inspired by contested visions of Jewish authenticity.10

In Search of Authentic Jews: Jacques Maritain and Karl Jaspers

ESSAY

The post-war years, the historian John Connelly recently argued, witnessed a revolution in Christian teachings on Judaism.11 In 1945, however, few signs indicated an
imminent Christian transition from enmity to brotherhood. The Second Vatican
Council remained a distant prospect while German Protestants adamantly resisted
accountability. Yet, on the periphery of official churches, reform-minded Catholic
theologians and churchmen challenged Christianity’s anti-Judaic tradition. No
longer ‘spent’ or ‘dead’, Judaism was elevated under the Second Vatican Council to
the rank of a vital religion. Supersession theology, which alleged the replacement of
Judaism by Christianity, softened into Judeo-Christian ecumenism. Likewise, the
Second Vatican Council diplomatically toned down the accusation of deicide. Most
importantly, Jews evolved from humiliated witnesses to Christianity’s truth into an
esteemed people deserving of God’s love.
Who then embodied the ‘good Jew’ in philosemitic Christian thought? During
his wartime exile in the United States, the French Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain – the most influential Christian philosemitic thinker since the late 1930s – saw
in the religious Jew the symbol of Jewish authenticity. Contrary to the secular renegade, the faithful Jew ensured the survival of Judaism and therefore “the relation of
spiritual consanguinity” uniting Christians and Jews. The image of consanguinity
formidably challenged the Nazi idea of Jewish pollution, yet chiefly pertained to observant Jews. Maritain, to be sure, referred to all Jews as friends and brothers, in
keeping with the new Christian doctrine of respect. However, hoping for the reintegration of Israel within the Church, he gambled on the observant Jew to first “activate terrestrial history” before embracing Christian spirituality. At the very least, the
traditionally vilified ‘carnal Jew’ now had a function to fulfil in the world. The German philosopher Karl Jaspers, who in his famous 1946 lectures on the question of
German guilt enjoined his countrymen to accept responsibility, similarly viewed
Jewish authenticity through the lens of religion. “What a Jew is seems clearer to me
than what a German is”, he wrote in 1947: “Biblical religion and the idea of God and
the idea of Covenant […]. Something priceless would be lost”, he added, “if there were
no more Jews, aware of themselves as Jews, in the world.”12 Such Jews were now indispensable to rehabilitating the human condition and again ‘activating’ the conscience
of the world. Echoing Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s Nathan der Weise (1779), Jaspers
also championed the idea of Jewish moral guidance, a recurring theme in German
conceptualisations of Jews. Banned during the Nazi era, Nathan der Weise was staged
in numerous theatres across occupied Germany in 1945, attracting large audiences.
The image of the tolerant and affable Nathan sanitised the ‘danger’ of Judaism while
10 David J. Wertheim, The Jew as Legitimation. Jewish-Gentile Relations beyond Antisemitism and Philosemitism, Amsterdam 2017.
11 John Connelly, From Enemy to Brother. The Revolution in Catholic Teachings on the Jews 1933–1965, Cambridge 2012.
12 Kohler/Saner (ed.), Hannah Arendt/Karl Jaspers Correspondence, 94.
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offering an alternative to the images of ‘demonic Jews’ propagated under Nazism. In
post-war Europe, Martin Buber and Emmanuel Lévinas arguably fulfilled this mentoring role. Both steeped in religion, their ethical turn towards the ‘Other’ as the
essence of Judaism made them model interlocutors for conciliatory Christians.
The idealisation of the Jew-in-religion as a partner to Christianity, of course, remained above all an intellectual or theological exercise. In the early 1950s, Christian
Democrats and their large electorates in Italy, West Germany, and France envisioned
the future of anti-communist Europe as Christian, not Judeo-Christian. While the
concept of Judeo-Christianity flourished in Cold War America, it never took root
in secular European political discourse before the start of the twenty-first century.
Still, in 1965, the Vatican Nostra Aetate statement proclaimed a special bond “between the people of the New Book and Abraham’s stock”. Christian proponents of
Judeo-Christianity, however, always remained fond of the religious Jew entering into
dialogue: The ‘national Jew’ in the State of Israel, and even more so the secular ‘nonJewish-Jew’, did not easily fit into the vision of Judeo-Christian friendship.

Secular Authenticity: Sartre and Camus

ESSAY

The idea of Jewish authenticity, however, equally appealed to post-war secular
thought. Jean-Paul Sartre remarkably used the figure of the ‘Jew’ as a test case for
existentialist authenticity. In his Réfléxions sur la question juive (Reflections on the
Jewish Question, published in English as Anti-Semite and Jew, 1946), Sartre famously turned the ‘Jewish Question’ into an ‘antisemite problem’. Escaping ‘his’ own freedom and dreading responsibility and truth, argued Sartre, the antisemite “creates
the Jew” to give his own life meaning. Against him, the violated Jew can either take
the bait of Enlightenment universalism and disappear into mankind or choose to
lucidly accept his ‘situation’ in order to change it. Sartre, to be sure, showed rare appreciation for Jewish difference at a time when antifascist humanism looked beyond
Jewish particularist identity. However, he did not hide his preference for the authentic Jew who consciously chose “to derive pride from his humiliation” over inauthentic
Jews who “only play at not being Jews”.13 Only through the power of authenticity, he
argued, can the Jew defeat the antisemite. The Sartrean ‘good Jew’ is never fully
sketched out but clearly takes the form of the secular ‘Jew-as-Jew’, whether Zionist or
diasporic. In The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), Hannah Arendt had very unpleasant words for Sartre’s musings, but her own distinction between the “pariah” and the
“parvenu” followed a similar line of thought. Not all critics of totalitarianism, however, expressed interest in Jewish authenticity. In a devastating review of Réflexions
published in 1948, George Orwell opted for his part to leave the ‘Jewish Question’
alone: “The less talk there is of ‘the’ Jew or ‘the’ antisemite, as a species of animal different from ourselves, the better.”
Like Orwell, Albert Camus grew disenchanted with revolutionary politics, yet
like Sartre, Camus was attracted to Jewish rebellious authenticity. His philosemitism, however, was first conveyed through allegory: La Peste (The Plague), published
in 1947 but penned during the war, contained multiple references to “men and
women […] flung into the death pits indiscriminately” or trains carrying plague-

13 Jean-Paul Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew. An Exploration in the Etiology of Hate, translated by George J. Becker,
with a preface by Michael Walzer, New York 1995, 137 and 96.
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stricken people to their death.14 Before a later age of Holocaust consciousness, however, millions of readers understood Camus’s tale of bubonic plague as an allegory of
the ‘brown pest’, not of the genocide.
In late 1947, however, Camus lent his voice to the chorus of support for Holocaust
refugees attempting to reach Palestine from southern France and Italy. A few months
earlier, the Exodus affair had indeed provoked international sympathy for the legendary boat’s stranded passengers. While in May and June 1945 returning survivors
across Europe were generally met with indifference if not animosity, Holocaust migrants now symbolised scandalous injustice and, to borrow a phrase from the legal
scholar Itamar Mann, “humanity at sea”.15 Camus for his part was indignant at the
world’s disregard for the “persecuted”. The people “who had enough of mass graves”,
he wrote, only wanted a place where it would no longer be “spat upon”. In his idyllic
vision, an Arab-free landscape of “orchards and lakes” awaited Jews who only longed
for “the right to have a burial place”. Camus briefly counterbalanced this lyricism
with a sobering question: “Mind you, what if the persecuted learned the lesson and
became, one day, the persecutors?”16 Yet he did not dwell long on this intriguing
thought. His point was unambiguous: Nazism had destroyed human dignity and its
survivors symbolised the struggle for its recovery. The Holocaust refugee, for Camus,
thus validated the distinction between noble moral rebellion – which he defined as
“a revolt limited to the refusal of humiliation” – and violent revolution. The authentic
Jew as moral rebel: This idea soon gained greater traction when, after the creation of
Israel, ‘philo-Zionism’ offered another channel of philosemitic expression.

From Philosemitism to Philo-Zionism

ESSAY

In Western Europe, the birth of the Jewish state and the First Arab-Israeli War did
not receive lengthy coverage. However, the appearance of a Jewish polity in the Middle East rapidly attracted the attention of religious figures, politicians, trade unionists, intellectuals, and artists. It is often forgotten today that between 1948 and 1967,
the new Israeli Jew became an object of European fascination. Socialists marvelled at
Israel’s collectivist experiments. German Protestants, for their part, favourably compared Israel to the Federal Republic. Both, argued the theologian Helmut Gollwitzer
in 1958, enjoyed “the grace of the zero point”, meaning the possibility of a new beginning. “With us, we have gambled it away”, he wrote, “but there (in Israel), it has benefited them.” German visitors also found in Israel an outlet for their now growing
sense of guilt. “The heaviest baggage you are carrying with you”, advised a West Berlin pastor to a fellow traveller to the Holy Land, “is our guilt to the Jews.”17 Documentary filmmakers such as Chris Marker or directors like Pier Paulo Pasolini were both
mesmerised by Israeli society. Intellectuals like the French novelist and art critique
André Malraux saw in Israel a “metamorphosis” and the fulfilment of European humanism, while the British writer Stephen Spender waxed lyrical for Israel’s youthful
vibrancy. Indeed, a large corpus of Western European travelogues, written between
14 Albert Camus, The Plague, translated by Stuart Gilbert, New York 1991, 175.
15 Itamar Mann, Humanity at Sea. Maritime Migration and the Foundations of International Law, Cambridge
2016.
16 See: Vincent Grégoire, Le thème de l’holocauste dans les écrits de Camus [The Topic of the Holocaust in the
Writings of Camus], in: The French Review 80 (2007), 117-136.
17 Gerhard Gronauer, Attitudes in West German Protestantism towards the State of Israel 1948–1967, http://
jcrelations.net/Attitudes_in_West_German_Protetantism_towards_the_State_of_Israel_1948-1967.4381.
0.html?L=-1&page=4 (27 February 2020).
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the early 1950s and 1967, reveal how the image of the ‘good Jew’ found a new habitat
in Israel.
Photographic coverage of the first Israelis, borrowing from the genre of humanist
photography, contributed to this emotionality. Embraced after the Second World
War by the illustrious Henri Cartier-Bresson and Robert Doisneau, humanist photography highlighted the dramatic humanity of common people. Its most important
subject, according to Cartier-Bresson, was “man, man and his life, so short and so
frail, and so threatened”.18 In Israel, close-up photographs of a myriad of faces, soon a
genre in itself, indeed conveyed the dignity of religious, “oriental” Eastern Europeans
or native Israelis. Photography thus added an aesthetic dimension to ‘philosemitic’
sentiment: After antisemitic iconography had disfigured the Jewish face, it now became an object of admiration. Above all, however, Israeli portraits were admired as
crucibles of Jewish authenticity. In 1958, the photograph of a young girl intensely gazing at the camera while preparing to plant a memorial tree in the Forest of Martyrs
near Jerusalem inspired André Malraux’s lyricism: “Although its ruins have all been
destroyed, the Jewish people still bears on its face the oldest history of the world.”19
However, photographic representations were uneven. In the multiple coffee-table
books on Israel published in Western Europe during this time period, particularly in
Austria and Germany, close-ups of Arab faces were remarkably few and far between.
Young Bedouin girls or Druze men serving in the military were occasionally featured, but the Palestinian Arabs were virtually never looked in the eyes. Often turning their back, or looking away, or photographed at a distance, they stand in the
background of Jewish regeneration. In the 1950s in particular, philo-Zionism as
philosemitism was rife with Orientalist tropes or propagated cliché interpretations
of the events of 1948. It was also predicated on the invisibility of Arab suffering. Photographs of new Jewish owners of Arab homes, with conspicuous concentration
camps tattoos on their arms, empathised with the new masters of the land, not with
defeated Palestinians. In the wake of the Six-Day War, even the progressive Jean-Paul
Sartre admitted partiality despite Arab grievances. “We cannot change the fact”, he
wrote, “that for us the Israelis are also Jews.”20

From the 1968 Student Revolts to the European Union
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The student revolts of 1968 in Germany and France ended the conflation of philosemitism with philo-Zionism. For the radical New Left, the Israeli Jew was now firmly in the American imperialist camp, waging colonial war against the Arabs or the
proletariat.21 The violent anti-Zionist turn of 1968 did not however preclude identification with alternative ‘good Jews’. In Germany, students rejected their biological
fathers for their implication with Nazism but adopted in turn the father figures of
Jewish intellectual émigrés or re-emigrants, namely Theodor Adorno and above all
Herbert Marcuse. Although the real Jew became an American or Zionist enemy,
German radicals viewed themselves as the heirs of Jewish revolutionary messianism.
18 Peter Hamilton, A Poetry of the Streets? Documenting Frenchness in an Era of Reconstruction. Humanist
Photography 1935–1960, in: Norman Buford (ed.), The Documentary Impulse in French Literature, Leiden
2001, 177-226.
19 See: Malraux’s foreword in Izis Bidermanas, Israël [Israel], Lausanne 1955.
20 Farouk Mardam-Bey, Sartre, Israël et les Arabes. La “détermination affective” [Sartre, Israel, and the Arabs.
“Affective Determination”], in: Matériaux pour l’histoire de notre temps 4 (2009) 96, 38-41.
21 Hans Kudnani, Utopia or Auschwitz. Germany’s 1968 Generation and the Holocaust, New York 2009.
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The thinker Jürgen Habermas, already a professor in 1968 and opposed to the excesses of a movement that neither faced a fascist nor an authoritarian regime, likewise recognised his debt to German Jewish émigrés. His generation, claimed Habermas, learned from them “the traditions that are worthy of being continued from a
corrupt intellectual heritage”. However, while Habermas, like Karl Jaspers earlier,
related the idea of democratic and pluralistic Germany to Jewish mentorship, the
radical wing of the German student movement devolved into antisemitism and terroristic violence. As opposed to Germany, however, May 1968 in France gave way to
expressions of solidarity with real Jews. “We are all German Jews”, the iconic slogan
that was shouted in support of the revolt leader Daniel Cohn-Bendit, appropriated a
Jewish identity seen as positive and transgressive. For Michel Foucault, “We are all
German Jews” became a symbol of identification with “all marginals and outsiders”,
including with the nascent homosexual rights movement.
Some French Jewish intellectuals, such as the young Alain Finkielkraut, soon
frowned upon this ‘usurpation’ of Jewish ethnic identity, but the radical sixties had
long-lasting consequences for philosemitism in Western Europe. It is impossible to
precisely date the beginning of the age of Holocaust consciousness. Yet, starting in
the 1970s, the genocide not only emerged as the central event of the Second World
War, it also became the metanarrative of trauma and suffering. The ‘explosion’ of
humanitarian and human rights activism during this period indeed coincided with
the image of the ‘good Jew’ as the paradigmatic victim. In 1961, the founder of Amnesty International Peter Benenson did not yet justify his campaign on behalf of
prisoners of conscience by reference to the Holocaust. In 1977, however, he explained
that Amnesty’s anti-torture activism was inspired by “six millions victims […] and
the last living skeletons in their striped pyjamas”. The French Bernard Kouchner, for
his part, had already participated in the creation of Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors without Borders) so as to erase the taint of Red Cross passivity during the Holocaust era. Meanwhile, the ‘German Autumn’ in 1977 marked the apex of radical violence. Breaking away from ‘direct action’, former 68ers found new causes in the
Green and anti-nuclear movements. However, one crucial outcome of 1968 in Germany was a turn towards the ethics of Holocaust memory, bitterly contested during
the Historikerstreit of the mid-1980s, yet recognised by former radicals such as the
Green politician Joschka Fisher as the unavoidable burden of German identity. From
an anti-imperialist student in 1968, Fischer, in his capacity as German foreign minister in 1999, evolved into a supporter of the NATO bombing of Kosovo: “The answer
to Auschwitz is not ‘never again war’”, he declared then, “but never again Auschwitz.”
Another ‘1968’, however, differently inspired philosemitic thought in late Cold
War Europe. A dissident and exile from the Prague Spring, Milan Kundera, almost
single-handedly prompted the nostalgic rediscovery of a mythical ‘Central Europe’
in Western Europe and United States. His exceptionally influential essay published in
1984, “A Kidnapped West or Culture Bows Out”, lamented the erasure of Central European culture after communism. Upon accepting the Jerusalem Prize in 1985, Kundera reiterated the centrality of Jews in the shaping of modern European culture: “It is
the great Jewish figures who, far from their land of origin and thus standing above
nationalist passions, have always shown an exceptional feeling for a supranational
Europe – a Europe conceived not as territory but as culture.”22 Kundera’s philosemitism contrasted with Margaret Thatcher’s conservative admiration for the Jews’ communal philanthropy, industriousness, and dedication to learning. In the United
22 Kundera Accepts Jerusalem Prize, in: The New York Times, 10 May 1985.
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Kingdom, it was not antisemites but Tory supporters of the ‘Iron Lady’ who proudly
pronounced Judaism “the new creed of Thatcherite Britain”. The historian Niall Ferguson continues this tradition today. In 2016, he justified his own ‘philosemitism’ by
the fact that “the disproportionate Jewish contribution to Western civilization – not
least to science and the arts – is one of the most astonishing achievements of modern
history”. Yet Kundera’s resurrection of the Central European Jew as a symbol of lost
cosmopolitanism had far greater appeal. “I love the Jewish heritage”, wrote the Czech
dissident, “and cling to it with as much passion and nostalgia as though it were my
own.” The hybridity of Jewish identity particularly attracted the Czech bestselling
novelist. To be sure, postmodern theorists such as Jean-François Lyotard also idealised Jewish ‘nomadism’ in the 1980s. Yet Kundera’s Central European myth, bolstered by renewed interest for ‘Vienna 1900’ in the West, found greater resonance as
the Cold War drew to an end. The prospect of a reunified Europe brought Jewish
memory to the fore. “Aliens everywhere and everywhere at home”, wrote Kundera in
A Kidnapped West, “lifted above national quarrels, the Jews in the twentieth century
were the principal cosmopolitan, integrating element in Central Europe: they were its
intellectual cement, a condensed version of its spirit, creators of its spiritual unity.”23
There is sad irony in this statement: Thirty-five years later, post-communist Central
Europe is today the place where the image of the ‘cosmopolitan Jew’, incarnated by
George Soros, legitimises a rebellion against European liberalism and tolerance. Kundera’s dead but ‘good’ cosmopolitan Jew indeed towered over the birth of the European Union. In 1957, the Christian Democrat founders of the European Economic
Community had little concern for the place of Jewishness in integrated Christian Europe. In 1992, however, the new European Union symbolically placed itself under the
moral tutelage of lost Jewish cosmopolitanism, a model for post-national Europe. Official EU rhetoric routinely drew parallels between Jewishness and European identity.
As the president of the European Commission Romano Prodi declared in 2004, Jews
were Europe’s “archetypal minority” and “the first and oldest Europeans”.24 Arguably,
the consecration of the Jew as the ‘first European’ recreated a new ‘Jewish question’
revolving around problematic national Israeli Jews refusing the promise of post-nationalism. Yet, as Kundera himself argued in Jerusalem in 1986, Israel, the homeland
of Central European Jews banished from the continent, remained the cultural soul of
Europe. The image of ‘Israel as Europe’ indeed remained an important metaphor
among post-Cold War European liberal conservatives. “Having thus departed from
Europe”, wrote the French political theorist Pierre Manent, “the Jewish people [of Israel] invites Europe to utter its own name. They ask Europe its name.”25
The end of communism in Eastern Europe and the process of European enlargement extended an invitation of ‘philosemitism’ to Eastern and Central European
countries. Alongside various democratic requirements, Holocaust accountability
and commemoration became part of the ‘entry ticket’ into the European Union.
Austria notably started this trend. In 1991, the Social Democratic Chancellor Franz
Vranitzky acknowledged “the facts of our history and the deeds of all sections of our
people, the good as well as the evil”. The recognition of Jewish victimhood and the
role of Austrians as perpetrators was now justified as a “contribution to the new political culture in Europe.” In Prague, Budapest, and Warsaw, Holocaust remem23 Milan Kundera, A Kidnapped West or Culture Bows Out, Granta 11 (1984), 93-121.
24 On Jews as the ‘first Europeans’ in EU discourse, see: Sharon Pardo/Hila Zahavi (ed.), The Jewish Contribution to
European Integration, Lanham 2020, 8. For earlier uses of this metaphor, see: Felicitas Heimann-Jelinek/Michaela Feurstein-Prasser, Die Ersten Europäer. Habsburger und Andere Juden – Eine Welt vor 1914, Vienna 2014.
25 Pierre Manent, Democracy without Nations? The Fate of Self-Government in Europe, Wilmington 2013, 76.
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brance, even if marred by competing memories of communist oppression, had by
the end of the 1990s become part and parcel of an official politics of commemoration. Remembrance did not by any mean signify accountability or introspection, as
debates over Jan Gross’s Neighbors in Poland demonstrated after its publication in
2001. Yet it did involve the funding of Jewish museums, the appearance of Jewish
studies in universities, and above all the artificial recreation of a disappeared Jewish
landscape in East-Central Europe. Like antisemitism, philosemitism can indeed operate without the significant presence of Jews. The post-Cold War ‘klezmerisation’ of
the Jewish past in Poland, a Jewish turn whose possible purpose is to “reclaim the
pluralistic society eradicated after World War Two”, illustrates such a possibility.
Since the attacks of 11 September 2001, and with greater vigour since the refugee
crisis beginning in 2015, ‘philosemitism’ turned towards xenophobic, populist, and/
or far-right politics. The antisemites of yesterday, as well as ‘progressive Islamophobes’
such as the Dutch politician Geert Wilders, are now seen serenading Jews to enter into
a common ‘Judeo-Christian’ alliance against Islam. For members of the Visegrád
Group (Poland, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and Hungary), the ‘good Jew’ is now the
right-wing Israeli embodying uncompromising resistance against both Islam and defeatist Western liberalism. The ‘bad Jew’, incarnated by George Soros, is imagined as
the leader of an international pro-migration lobby. In Hungary, the old spectre of
‘Judeo-Bolshevism’ has morphed into conspiracy theories pointing to a Jewish cosmopolitan plot designed to harm the nation. The resurgence of far-left, far-right, and
populist antisemitism in Europe, however, occurs at a time of heightened institutional and commemorative philosemitism. A few years prior to his death in 2012, the historian Eric Hobsbawm reflected on the “unlimited public acceptance of Jews” in the
United States, Western Europe, and after 1989 within most of the European Union.
“There is no historic precedent”, argued Hobsbawm, “for the triumph of the
Aufklärung in the post-Holocaust diaspora.”26 Ever shifting, images of ideal Jews paralleled the trajectory of antisemitism in the post-war period. The rise of multifarious
forms of antisemitism in recent years undoubtedly presents real Jews living in Europe
today with difficult challenges. Imagined ‘good Jews’, however, never had it so good.
G. Daniel Cohen is Associate Professor of History at Rice University, Houston. He specialises in the history of Jewish migration and refugees in the twentieth century, an issue
on which he has published a book and numerous articles. He was a Senior Fellow at the
Vienna Wiesenthal Institute for Holocaust Studies (VWI) in 2019, where he researched
his new project entitled Good Jews. Philosemitism in Europe since the Holocaust. This
work investigates attitudes towards Jews, Jewishness, and the State of Israel in Western
Europe from 1945 until 1989 and in the European Union since its inception.
E-Mail: gdcohen@rice.edu
26 Eric Hobsbawm, Benefits of Diaspora, in: London Review of Books, 20 October 2005.
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Beyond Bearing Witness

Avrom Sutzkever’s Surreal Griner akvaryum
Abstract
This article examines A. Sutzkever’s series of Yiddish prose poems, Green Aquarium (1953–
1954), as an exemplar of an alternative, surreal tradition of Holocaust remembrance that
stands in contrast to more austere modes of witnessing. Sutzkever can be understood as one
of several refugee poets and artists in the early post-war period whose works mapped out
highly imaginative liminal spaces between the past and present, living and dead.
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In the mid-1950s, when the Yiddish poet Avrom Sutzkever looked back on his
experiences during the Nazi occupation of Vilna, the colour palette of his memory
was green. His series of prose poems, Griner akvaryum (Green Aquarium), originally published in the Tel Aviv-based Yiddish literary journal Di goldene keyt (The
Golden Chain) in 1953–1954, is a symbolist meditation on Sutzkever’s experiences
in the Vilna Ghetto and as a partisan in the nearby forests. At the beginning of the
series, the poetic narrator asks if it might be possible to see the dead once again. What
follows is a vision:
“A green knife slit open the earth.
It became green.
Green.
Green.
The green of dark fir trees through a mist;
The green of a cloud with ruptured bile;
The green of mossy stones in a rain;
The green that appears through a hoop rolled by a seven-year-old;
The green of cabbage leaves in splinters of dew, that bloody the fingers;
First green under melted snow in a circle around a blue wildflower;
The green of a half-moon, seen with green eyes from under a wave;
And the joyous green of grass bordering a grave.
Greens flow into greens. Body into body. And the earth stands transformed
into a green aquarium.
Closer, come closer to the green whirlpool.
I look in: people swim here like fish. Countless phosphorous faces.”1
In this passage, Sutzkever fashions a memorial aquarium out of a mixture liquid
and earthen elements, placing his figural world of the dead where the waters above
and the waters below meet in a process that evokes the Genesis creation story. According to literary scholar Benjamin Harshav, Sutzkever aspired to write poetry that
1 Avrom Sutzkever, Green Aquarium, translated and with an introduction by Ruth Wisse, in: Prooftexts 2
(1982) 1, 99.
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“both God and the dead would like to read”, and Green Aquarium meditates on the
possibility of communicating with that imagined audience through fantastic symbols. Sutzkever’s early life was marked by historic calamities that destroyed his Jewish community, including exile to Siberia during World War I and, later, the Holocaust. To memorialize these events, Harshav explains, Sutzkever “resorted to a poetic pantheon for the dead, a denial of ‘realism’ as a way to assert the subsistence of an
annihilated world in some cosmic space.”2
Sutzkever was perhaps the most talented Yiddish writer of the twentieth century.
However, the most famous Yiddish speaker to write about the Holocaust remains
Elie Wiesel, whose memoir Un di velt hot geshvign (And the World Remained Silent)
was published in French in significantly edited form as La Nuit (or Night) in 1958.
Formulating cosmic visions that deny realism was not the project of what are now
the most widely circulated memoirs and diaries to memorialise the Holocaust. By
the late 1950s, literary works that today constitute a transnational canon were already in circulation, including Wiesel’s Night, Primo Levi’s Se questo è un uomo (If
This Is a Man, first published in 1947 and then reprinted to wider renown in 1958),
and Anne Frank’s diary (first published in 1947).
Sutzkever certainly shared with writers like Wiesel a commitment to documenting Nazi crimes against Jews. In 1946, he testified at the Nuremberg trials on behalf
of the Soviet government and published a memoir, Fun vilner geto (From the Vilna
Ghetto). In Green Aquarium, however, he turned to poetry to do something other
than bear witness, demand justice, or lament over broken literary traditions.3 And he
was not alone. Sutzkever’s collection represents a more eclectic, even fantastic, tradition of Holocaust remembrance that has been present since the very first years after
the war and still influences, in ways that remain largely unacknowledged, both how
we remember the genocide of Europe’s Jewish populations and how we link that
genocide analogically to other forms of trauma, mass violence, and suffering.4 Jewish
writers and painters who were Sutzkever’s contemporaries, including figures such as
Marc Chagall, Amir Gilboa, Anna Langfus, and Paul Celan, frequently experimented with surreal imagery, symbolism, or hallucinatory narratives to conjure the dead
and to imagine their own position as refugees suspended somewhere between past
and present.
If survivors have described testifying as a basic need and element of mourning in
the wake of the Holocaust, Sutzkever and fellow Jewish artists turned to fantasy and
dream imagery to meet another kind of need.5 For them, fantasy was a mode not so
2		 Benjamin Harshav’s introductory essay in: A. Sutzkever. Selected Poetry and Prose, translated by Barbara and
Benjamin Harshav, Berkeley 1991, 12. Harshav has claimed that during the destruction of Jewish Vilna, Sutzkever ascribed to poetry a kind of magic power over life and death; Cnaan Liphshiz, reinforcing Harshav’s
point, writes that when Sutzkever and his wife were crossing a minefield outside of Vilna to catch a rescue
plane dispatched by the Soviets, Sutzkever remembered walking in rhythmic “anapests” and “amphibrachs”,
lines of poetic metre, to cross the field safely. Cnaan Liphshiz, Avraham Sutzkever’s Astonishing Escape from
the Vilna Ghetto, in: Mosaic Magazine, 8 August 2019, https://mosaicmagazine.com/picks/history-ideas/
2019/08/avraham-sutzkevers-astonishing-escape-from-the-vilna-ghetto/ (25 January 2020).
3		 As a witness at the Nuremberg trials, Sutzkever “offered carefully detailed accounts, with names, dates, and
information precisely documented”, writes Ruth Wisse. In Green Aquarium, however, his “radical impulse”
was “to rewrite history as poetry”. See Wisse’s introduction to Sutzkever, Green Aquarium, 96-97.
4 In my dissertation, I write at greater length about this alternative tradition of remembrance and how it can
reframe our understanding of the more austere aesthetic norms of Holocaust remembrance that are predominant in Europe and the major countries of Jewish resettlement today. Kathryn L. Brackney, Phantom Geographies. An Alternative History of Holocaust Consciousness, New Haven 2019 (Dissertation).
5 In the preface to Survival in Auschwitz (the English translation of Se questo è un uomo) Primo Levi wrote that
among survivors, “The need to tell our story to ‘the rest’, to make ‘the rest’ participate in it, had taken for us,
before our liberation and after, the character of an immediate and violent impulse, to the point of competing
with our other elementary needs.” Primo Levi, Survival in Auschwitz. The Nazi Assault on Humanity, transKathryn L. Brackney: Beyond Bearing Witness
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much of recounting their experience but of addressing the dead and figuratively ornamenting the vanished remains of their communities. The hybrid figures and surreal liminal spaces in their work convey both an enduring sense of proximity to the
worlds they had lost and, conversely, distance from the living.

***
In one vignette from Green Aquarium, the poet conjures up a transfigured image
of Jews who survived the Nazi occupation in the sewers of Vilna. “Bomke”, Sutzkever
writes, was a man who “after a year in darkness, emerged from the sewers, into the
liberated city” – and “brought to mind a citizen of Pompey whom the lava had coated
with melted diamonds”. In this postdiluvian world, the city of Vilna is smashed to
bits that still shine with the life that only just left them. “Facing him, like the trough
of a dried-up riverbed, with the sandy silver of dead fish, lies too broad a street, without a single house at its edge.”6
Sutzkever’s glinting fish in the dried up riverbed of history can be read as an inverted image of Marc Chagall’s painting Time Is a River without Banks (1928), which
centres on a winged herring that soars over young lovers in a luminous blue world.
Chagall depicted many figures from the animal world, particularly in his paintings
that focused on Jewish life in prewar Vitebsk. Not unlike Sutzkever, Chagall developed a visual idiom early in his career that remained consistent as he watched extraordinary historic upheavals, including the Russian Revolution and World War II,
transform and destroy his homeland. In Chagall’s paintings, men and women, fish,
calves, and clocks defy the laws of gravity and twist toward the sky according to the
logic of some surreal centrifugal force. Animality has long been a metaphor for physical and moral degradation in the Nazi camp system; for both Chagall and Sutzkever,
however, wings and fish scales register meanings that are not always grotesque. At
times, the blurred line between man and beast signals a mode of semi-transcendence. Chagall imagined that the creative thinker himself was part animal, claiming
in his autobiography, “I often said I was not an artist, but some kind of a cow”—a
figure that appears again and again in works like The Falling Angel (1923), Cow with
Parasol (1944), and The Flayed Ox (1947). Sutzkever also used semi-transcendent
animal imagery to describe the source of his poetic inspiration in Green Aquarium.
In a vignette at the conclusion, the soul of a man buried in Vilna exits the grave and
passes through the external frame of the poem itself, in the shape of a honeybee. He
visits the poet to bury a stinger in his heart.7
In Sutzkever’s dream world, bodies do not give way in the afterlife to an eternal
soul. Instead, the dead reappear in amphibious form. In another episode of the Green
Aquarium that describes partisan fighting in the swamps, the narrator reunites with
his lost lover, whom he recognises by her ruby ring. “[D]runk with despair and faith”,
he describes her transformed body in the hollowed out crypt of a birch tree:
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“First pupils of the eyes formed salty – amber fresh from the sea. A moment
later – a disheveled head in a crown of thorns. A snake around its neck.
The clothes over the body – frayed, shredded into dangling tatters.
Among them an uncovered body in poppy-red stains.
“Hey, who are you, the bride of the swampking?”
lated by Stuart Woolf, New York 1996, 9.
6 Sutzkever, Green Aquarium, 118.
7 Ibid., 121.
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The snake around the neck shook its head. No.
The figure drew closer.
And suddenly – from its left hand there sparkled the ring with the blood
drop of the ruby.”8

ESSAY

Sutzkever’s bride of the swampking and poor Bomke who emerges from the sewers with the pressurised diamond remains of Pompey appear in scenes that seem to
reflect the psychoanalytic structure of Sigmund Freud’s uncanny: That is to say, a
person or place from a former life reappears, in a new or disguised form, inhabiting
an ambiguous line between life and death. Recently, a growing number of researchers have become interested in similar uncanny figures in contemporary literature on
the Holocaust. In The Spectral Turn. Jewish Ghosts in the Polish Post-Holocaust Imaginaire (2019), several articles explore the role of Jewish ghosts in Polish literature
– ghosts that either enact Polish-Jewish reconciliation or cast a pall of guilt over enduring antisemitism, haunting old houses that were expropriated from Jews during
the war.9 In many of these works, the uncanny ghost is ultimately a source of fear and
anxiety. In Sutzkever’s early encounters with his own haunting figures in the 1950s,
however, fear does not finally overwhelm the poet in his vision of the “countless
phosphorous faces” of Jewish Vilna. It is intimacy, and not the uncanny, which is the
predominant mood of Green Aquarium. Sutzkever uses ghostly figuration to take up
the ruins of Vilna, encasing them tenderly, in an auger of silver, green, and red that
preserves the dead in a state of suspended animation.
Like the interwar Surrealists, who sought to break down the boundaries between
dreams and the rational mind in the wake of World War I, Sutzkever and other Jewish refugee artists were concerned after the Holocaust with the union of estranged
worlds. They effected this union by turning to the liminal spaces of oceans and ether
and experimenting with the almost talismanic power of language and form. The interwar Surrealists, however, were largely oriented toward a radical political future,
interested in unlocking the unconscious in order to access a liberated subjectivity
capable of bringing down the bourgeois order. While Sutzkever’s writing in the immediate postwar period certainly engaged with critical questions in Jewish politics,
the fantastic imagery in Green Aquarium points less toward a radical path forward
and instead seeks passage through the collapsed horizons of the past. In her work on
the evolution of literary responses to memory of the Holocaust, Sidra Dekoven Ezrahi has identified a recurring character in post-war novels whom she calls “the living dead”. This character is a survivor who “hovers above this world like a shade from
Hades”, paralysed by the past and in a state of alienation from the post-war world.10
While Sutzkever was hardly paralysed in the post-war period after he immigrated to
Tel Aviv—he dedicated his considerable energies to reviving the Yiddish literary
world—he can be understood nonetheless as one of many refugees interested in
mapping out this liminal state between past and present. Sutzkever and other artists
in the first decades after the war often figured themselves loosened from the weight
of their own bones and suspended at the boundary of land and water, life and death,
human and animal. Hannah Pollin-Galay has written that Sutzkever’s mode of witnessing in the wake of the Holocaust was markedly intersubjective, emphasising dia8 Ibid., 109.
9 Zuzanna Dziuban (ed.), The “Spectral Turn”. Jewish Ghosts in the Polish Post-Holocaust Imaginaire, Bielefeld
2019.
10 Sidra Dekoven Ezrahi, By Words Alone. The Holocaust in Literature, Chicago 1980, 95.
Kathryn L. Brackney: Beyond Bearing Witness

131

S: I. M. O. N.

SHOAH: INTERVENTION. METHODS. DOCUMENTATION.

logue between himself and other survivors.11 Green Aquarium engages in a similar
dialogic mode – this time not just with other witnesses who survived, but with the
lost themselves.
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is a modern European intellectual and cultural historian with a PhD from Yale University.
Her research explores how aesthetic norms have developed for remembering the Holocaust and other genocides; to learn more, see her article, Remembering ‘Planet Auschwitz’ During the Cold War, in the journal Representations. Brackney has been awarded
fellowships at the Vienna Wiesenthal Institute, the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum,
and the Center for Advanced Genocide Research at the USC Shoah Foundation.
E-Mail: kate_brackney@fas.harvard.edu

11 Hannah Pollin-Galay, Avrom Sutzkever’s Art of Testimony. Witnessing with the Poet in the Wartime Soviet
Union, in: Jewish Social Studies. History, Culture, Society 21 (2016) 2, 1-34.
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In his keynote to the public conference of the European Holocaust Research Infrastructure
(EHRI) in April 2019 entitled Holocaust Studies and its Social Setting [https://www.ehri-project.eu/final-conference-second-phase-ehri-project], Dieter Pohl, a longstanding member of
the International Academic Advisory Board of the VWI, raised important questions on the
future of Holocaust studies. After having given an overview on the origins, developments,
and present state of the discipline, he elaborated on the twofold nature of Holocaust studies
as both scholarly research and at the same time part of cultural memory. As such, he also
reflected on the tension in the field between the underlying moral drive and the requirements concerning its scholarly logic. Yet he also addressed specific gaps, absences, and deficiencies that have emerged in the field over the last decade: the general lack of context, specifically the disconnection between Holocaust studies and the study of the Nazi dictatorship, war, and occupation, while only few studies address structural questions on a
Europe-wide basis. Pohl came to the conclusion that the role of Holocaust studies for societies is very distinct has to cope with different contexts, though its main asset should remain
a methodological and conceptual rigour as well as an openness to new and even more unpleasant findings. It can deliver the basis for societal discourses that transcend rituals of memorialisation, with painful insights. Yet Holocaust research can also identify and evaluate
examples of help and rescue, of international intervention.
Finally, the most important pursuit for our understanding of the Holocaust and the lessons
to be drawn from it should be an apprehension and analysis of the destruction of democratic order or of any order based on a law-abiding state.

Do our societies need Holocaust Studies? It is not easy to answer this question;
what follows is the perspective of a historian of the Holocaust. Definitions first: Which
societies are meant here? Are we speaking of national societies in Europe or an imagined European society as a whole, or rather a European public sphere, which includes
societies which are not within the EU, but are extremely important for Holocaust
Studies and remembrance, like Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, or Russia, and of course
Israel. A European approach and a European project require an integrative view.
Holocaust Studies themselves are easier to define: They encompass professional
and non-professional historiography and research on the Holocaust in culture, society, and human life, which use sources and apply methodologies to a certain extent.
Holocaust Studies are moreover a field where not only professionalised institutions
are active, but also survivor historians as well as actors from the public sphere like
journalists and amateur researchers.
Holocaust Studies and Holocaust awareness in society were always closely interrelated. In fact, research on the Holocaust already started during the events themselves, around 1943, in exile and underground,1 and spread to all of Europe after the
1		 See for example: Institute of Jewish Affairs, Hitler’s Ten-Year War on the Jews, New York 1943; Jacob Apenszlak (ed.), The Black Book of Polish Jewry, New York 1943; Eugene M. Kulischer, The Displacement of Population in Europe, Montreal 1943; Boris Shub, Starvation over Europe (Made in Germany). A Documented Record 1943, written by Boris Shub on the basis of research by Z. Warhaftig, New York 1943.
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end of the war, especially in countries which had been heavily affected by the mass
murder of Jews like Poland and Hungary, but also the Netherlands and France, and
even in camps for Displaced Persons on German soil. The extent of these undertakings was on the decline in Europe during the early 1950s, at the same time as it was
slowly emerging in Israel. All of this was related to the change of war memory in
general. From the late 1940s until the mid-1950s, the war lost its significance in the
public sphere, often reduced to a focus on military history or even being completely
lost from sight, for example in communist Eastern Europe. Then, however, war
memory returned during the late 1950s, when it was portrayed as a heroic endeavour
of the people, which had allegedly resisted fascism and occupation. The Holocaust
had no place in this pattern; even in Israel, the Jewish resistance was at the heart of
memorialisation. Nevertheless, from the 1960s, a constant stream of publications
started to flow, but few of them relied on institutions like the Rijksinstituut voor
Oorlogsdocumentatie in Amsterdam, the Centre de Documentation Juive Contemporaine in Paris, or the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw. As we all know, a general change occurred in the early 1980s, for several reasons: A new generation was
facing up to the past, the discourse of human rights had become popular during the
1970s, and, last but not least, Holocaust awareness was triggered by the American
fictional TV series Holocaust, which made the term popular in Western societies.
It thus took a long time after the war for such a thing as Holocaust Studies to
emerge as a distinctive field, which it eventually did during the 1980s and 1990s
within a new global discourse on victimisation and human rights. The Stockholm
Conference on the Holocaust in 2000 signalled its international acceptance, while
the accession of East-Central and South-Eastern European states to the European
Union in 2004 was closely related to the politics of history in these countries.
Today, Holocaust Studies are probably the most developed field dealing exclusively with one single event or short-lived process in history, with dozens of institutes
worldwide, several scholarly journals, professional organisations, and networks like
the European Holocaust Research Infrastructure devoted to the Holocaust. The library catalogue of Yad Vashem lists more than 130,000 entries, books and articles,
and even this is not a complete overview of the literature in the field. That is more
than has been published on the First World War altogether.
Holocaust Studies are among the fields of the humanities that enjoy extensive financial support and that are closely related to societal impulses: commemoration of
the victims, debates on the past, on perpetrators, collaborators, and others ‘bystanders’, but also on betrayal and robbery.
More than most other research on historical events, Holocaust Studies have a
double nature, being both scholarly research and at the same time part of cultural
memory. Moreover, we are here dealing with a very specific part of cultural memory,
that of most European towns and cities, and on the national, European, and even
global level. In a certain sense, the European Union tried to establish the Holocaust
as a central focus of negative identity, which is now even portrayed as a universal
moral point of reference.
Since the Holocaust consisted of the murder of around six million human beings,
men, women and children, a crime which is considered unprecedented, research on
this event is inextricably based on ethical values and moral assumptions. There is a
certain tension in Holocaust Studies between the underlying moral drive on the one
hand and requirements concerning the scientific logic on the other. To what degree
are the guiding research questions limited by the victimisation of millions? On the
other hand, if Holocaust Studies consider themselves part of the scientific world,
Dieter Pohl: Holocaust Studies in Our Societies
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they are obliged to work along generally accepted conceptual and methodological
frames. As far as I see it, Holocaust Studies in general and the related historiography
have not developed a distinct methodology of their own, but rely on the practices of
historiography, cultural studies, psychology, and other fields.
That being said, what is the potential of Holocaust Studies? It is, first of all, the
identification and collection of historical evidence within a new frame, not according to countries, archives, the source production, or archival provenance, albeit with
some exceptions, such as specific Holocaust record groups like ghetto underground
archives or Holocaust-related collections established after 1945, especially testimonies or restitution and indemnification records. The identification and collection of
all of these sources does not just provide a service to Holocaust researchers but can
also be seen as the creation of some specific kind of cultural heritage, again related to
local, regional, national, and European identity.
On a second level, Holocaust Studies, unlike other fields of historiography, try to
reconstruct the totality of the Holocaust itself, an histoire totale, to identify all victims, all perpetrators, all acts of discrimination, persecution, robbery, and violence,
all places, even all victim voices, and to add more: most consequences of the Holocaust in the post-war world, be it in the demographic, political, or cultural realm.
Biographical research is important for family history, both on the victim and on
the perpetrator side, often in order to clarify the fates and activities of one’s ancestors.
Institutions are interested in the biographies of their former members. For example,
universities try to rehabilitate their Jewish students and teachers who had been ousted in the years after 1933, while German administrations and firms want to know
about the activities of the personnel of their precursors before 1945. In a sense, this
also applies to the rediscovery of stolen Jewish property, which has become a major
area of Holocaust Studies during the last two decades.
Professional research is not limited to mere reconstructions but seeks to analyse
former (and sometimes present) structures, events, processes, and discourses. It can
provide a bridge for biographical/local/regional memory, for example based on the
work of local activists, schoolteachers, and grass-roots historians investigating Heimatgeschichte for the history of their place. On the basis of research in source repositories hundreds or thousands of kilometres away, it is possible to identify places of
memory, even those which had not been marked as such after 1945, for example in
Moldova. Most importantly, however, local events need to be put in context, not only
in geographical contexts by establishing the directions of deportations for example,
but in a general historical context. The Holocaust, even on a micro level, was always
a part of a Europe-wide process, largely initiated by central German institutions and
shaped by occupation administrations and Axis governments.
Research enables the regulation of historical knowledge by asking structural
questions and by putting the history of the Holocaust in a variety of contexts of war,
economy, or discussions within leaderships. Thus, the research provided on all of
these contexts always helps to establish the frame of specific events, but also of specific discourses in time and space. Though the Holocaust is considered a universal
event, it has to be historicised to achieve a valid interpretation, not only on a European level, but also for the analysis of, say, a small shtetl in Eastern Europe: What
were people there thinking during the occupation and why did they act as they did?
Thus, scholarly research, not only historiographical, but also sociological, cultural,
and even anthropological, can help to objectify memory.
However, Holocaust research, particularly during the last decades, has shifted its
focus to memory itself: Why do we remember mass murder and what are the politiDieter Pohl: Holocaust Studies in Our Societies
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cal and cultural practices involved? In a sense, national memory is an invention of
the nineteenth century, while Holocaust memory in its current form is a child of the
late twentieth century, serving to provide mass death with a meaning. Yet we also
have to find out why Holocaust memory during the post-war decades was so different from today’s forms.
A specific societal task is the input that research can give on Holocaust education,
which has developed into an important field since 2000. It generally takes 20 to 25
years for new historical knowledge and interpretations to enter into textbooks for
schoolchildren or even students. However, in the case of the Holocaust, this timespan
has been cut down to a decade; on the internet, one can even find current state of the
art Holocaust courses like the one presented by EHRI. In addition, Holocaust research
can support the fight against the falsification of history, not only Nazi negationism,
but also lighter forms of historical propaganda. Apparently, outright denial has been
on the retreat during the last two decades, but has acquired new, ‘softer’ forms.
Probably the most important question behind memorialisation and education is:
Can Holocaust Studies provide lessons for the future? While the slogan Never Again
emerged right after the war, when there was a broad political consensus in the fight
against antisemitism and fascism, Holocaust research only considered this question
at a comparatively late point. Actually, this was more pursued by the new genocide
research, which started to emerge at the same time as the new Holocaust Studies,
during the 1980s and especially the 1990s, in the context of the Yugoslav Wars and
the genocide in Rwanda in 1994. Genocide studies are now fully established, with
their own institutes, journals, and networks, on a much smaller scale than Holocaust
research but often tightly connected to its institutions, as can be seen in Washington
or in Amsterdam at the NIOD.
Genocide studies have not only identified increasingly more instances of genocide
beyond the classical cases concerning the Armenians between 1915 to 1923, the
Holocaust, or Rwanda, they have also tried to identify structures and logics of genocides, like discourses of hate, agencies of violence, and structures like collapsing empires and the establishment of nation states. More than Holocaust Studies, genocide
research is asked for political and legal expertise, for example during the Darfur crisis or the trials on war crimes on Yugoslavia and elsewhere.
The efforts to apply historical knowledge to current cases of mass violence is,
however, severely limited. On the one hand, there is no recipe to deal with ongoing
mass violence except initiatives by the international community or nongovernmental organisations to intervene indirectly. On the other hand, our understanding of
current mass crimes is not so much shaped by the knowledge of the Holocaust, or by
Holocaust and genocide research, but rather by the media: There was a broad coverage of the Darfur crisis, but one of the worst wars in history, accompanied by the
death of millions, went almost unnoticed by the international public – the Congo
wars since 1998. Media coverage of the fate of the Rohingya in Myanmar was not
much better, with another 604,000 Rohingya having been driven from Myanmar to
Bangladesh in 2017, one million now living in camps, a number comparable to the
number of Jewish refugees from Europe during the war.2 At the time of writing,
there is some coverage of North Korea’s Gulag, the so-called Kwanliso, with an estimated 200,000 prisoners, a number comparable to the German concentration camp
inmates in 1942/1943. Not to forget the situation in Chinese Xinjiang: Since 2014,
2		 However, note also the exception: International Conference on the Rohingya Crisis in Comparative Perspective, 4–5 July 2019 at University College London, with the historian Mary Fulbrook.
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between 100,000 and one million inhabitants have been driven into so called ‘reeducation camps’.
So what are the lessons offered by Holocaust research in this respect? The major
obstacle in providing lessons from the Holocaust to human rights policies in the
twenty-first century lies in the fact that there is no consensus about the origins of the
Holocaust itself. During the post-war decades, in Western research and Western societies more broadly, a common narrative evolved which saw the roots of the Holocaust in a modern biologist antisemitism of late-nineteenth-century Germany (and
Austria), in the rise of the Nazi Party and its accession to power in 1933, in intentional or functional radicalisation during the Second World War, and in German
occupation or German pressure on Axis countries to extradite their Jews.
Since the 1990s, this consensual narrative has been by and large dissolved. There
is not even a consensus on the significance of antisemitism for the Holocaust. Of
course, it is generally accepted that antisemitic stereotypes were responsible for
the distinction between the in-group and the out-group, but it is unclear whether
traditional religious and cultural/economic anti-Judaism or allegedly new biological
antisemitism was more important. Until today, the relationship between racism and
antisemitism has not been fully explored. In fact, hatred against Jews in a sense differed from general anthropological racism, which can be applied more to colonial
discourses or to the Nazi attitude towards some groups of Slavs. For example, the
currently omnipresent discourses on racist prejudice in some Western societies have
little to do with what Holocaust history is dealing with, except of course the resurgence of antisemitism. Yet hatred against large social groups, especially if they are
imagined as being dangerous or connected to foreign nations, can be clearly considered a precondition for genocide.
Other elements have entered the debate on the origins of the Holocaust, like the
new cultures of violence after the First World War, the structural change of the Nazi
German state, Nazi imperialism and its designs for Eastern Europe, European antisemitism beyond Nazi ideologies in general, economic drives, and so on.
Yet the most important patterns for our understanding of the Holocaust and its
lessons is the destruction of democratic order or of any order based on a law-abiding
state. This order is not only based on institutions and procedures, but also on a general consensus on law within society. In the current situation, it is not so much the
hate crime itself which puts the general order at risk, but an acceptance by a silent
majority of this kind of violence, as can be seen for example in the violence perpetrated by certain Hindu nationalist groups in India against Muslims. As the Indian
example shows, hate and violence are closely connected to the falsification of history.
The real dangers of the current world are not only internal, but embedded in international relations, the conflict of resources, nationalist confrontations, or the handling
of the atomic bomb by radical regimes. There are moreover patterns of historical international migration which look rather familiar: the radicalisation of immigration
societies during the refugee crisis in 1938 and, though in a totally different context,
in 2015.
Holocaust Studies cannot supply recipes for the future, but rather identify specific
patterns and mechanisms where parallels with the 1930s show up. However, this
leads to some of their intrinsic problems Holocaust Studies themselves: Most obvious is the isolation of Holocaust history from its context. Only few Holocaust research institutes are working on Nazi violence in general and on crimes against nonJews during the Second World War. This is not only a question of moral obligation
towards and memorialisation of others, but also of specific importance for the interDieter Pohl: Holocaust Studies in Our Societies
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pretation of the Holocaust itself. The crimes against Jews were embedded in a broader spectrum of violence, which sometimes preceded the Holocaust, but was often
tightly entangled with it. This is common knowledge concerning the ‘euthanasia’
killings of the mentally ill, but much less so for killings of non-Jewish Poles, the socalled reprisal massacres in the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, and the crimes against
Soviet POWs. Auschwitz-Birkenau was originally planned as an SS POW camp and
POWs were among the first to be killed by the toxic cyanide Zyklon B. Of course,
there is abundant research on lots of these groups, not on all of them, but most of it is
separated from Holocaust Studies.
More obvious is the lack of general context which is often visible in Holocaust
Studies, the disconnection to the study of the Nazi dictatorship, war, and occupation. Institutionalised research on the Second World War, on military, politics, and
the economy, has ceased almost completely since the 1990s. The International Committee on the History of the Second World War is set to be dissolved in 2020, right on
the 75th anniversary of the end of the war. General knowledge of the war is on the
decline. However, the Second World War is the most relevant context of the Holocaust; one cannot study the Holocaust and leave out the war, and one cannot teach it
to students like this.
There are other aspects of Holocaust research which look problematic, but probably share something in common with other fields of scholarship. There is a lack of
an overview on the current state of research on the one hand and a hyper-specialisation on the other. Important problems of Holocaust history are still underrepresented, like antisemitism during the 1930s and 1940s, or the events in Greece. There are
few studies that address structural questions on a Europe-wide basis, like the history
of gender, children, and so on. We do not know how many perpetrators there were
during the Holocaust and what their structure was. If we want to give comprehensive
answers on Holocaust-related questions, we have much less results than one would
expect due to the enormous dimension of this research. Yet the media and the public
are looking for comprehensive answers.
During the 1990s, Holocaust Studies started to expand, and it is not to be expected that this process will stop in the near future. However, the optimism of that period
that knowledge of the Holocaust would not only be disseminated on a global scale,
but also create a better world, has been fulfilled only to a limited extent. Societal interest in Holocaust history is often restricted to certain liberal milieus and to local
activists, lots of whom remain isolated in their social surroundings, especially in
Eastern Europe.
A new challenge has arisen especially during the last decade: the resurgence of
nationalism and its effects on the politics of history. This phenomenon is not restricted to East Central Europe, which unfortunately is the area situated at the epicentre of
the Holocaust. Nationalism has been on the rise since the 1990s, starting with the
implosion of the Italian political system in 1992 and on a worldwide basis. In 2013,
Silvio Berlusconi falsely claimed that Mussolini had saved the Italian Jews.3 Yet historical revisionism goes far beyond that: The new Chinese leadership is highly nationalist and closed most of the historical archives, the Abe government in Japan is
exerting heavy pressure on academics and media to whitewash the wartime past,
and the Bharatiya Janata Party in India is trying to introduce a new narrative into the
public and schoolbooks, with an emphasis on the alleged seven centuries of suppres3		 Berlusconi Praises Mussolini on Holocaust Memorial Day, in: BBC News, 27 January 2013, available online:
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-21222341 (8 October 2019).
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sion of Hindus, first by Muslim rulers, then by the British, and even by the Congress
Party. Brazil is another example, with President Bolsonaro envisaging the rehabilitation of the country’s violent military dictatorship.
Concerning Holocaust memory and research, there is a focus on the countries
which were affected the most, namely Poland, the former Soviet Union, and Hungary. Russia, Belarus, and Moldova represent the traditional cases, since in a certain
way they each continue Soviet politics of history, though they acknowledge the
Holocaust, with some regional exceptions, as we know from the infamous scandal
concerning the memorial in Rostov on the Don.4 The first big shift in politics of history came in the Baltic states and Ukraine, which witnessed a break with communist
history, but also an isolation of Holocaust history from general history. A second
wave of this phenomenon occurred in Hungary and Poland during the last decade,
with a turn from liberal or social democratic to nationalist governments.
All of these countries have only limited institutionalised Holocaust research, despite the fact that they were home to the biggest Jewish communities in the world
before the war. Holocaust research is extremely important for these societies in order
to re-establish a history that was distorted during communism. Furthermore, they
each face a double past of both Nazi occupation and communist rule, especially Stalinist violence, some Baltic historians even claiming a long occupation history from
1940 until 1991, including a short German interregnum. This is a highly disputed
concept, since it tends to reduce the Holocaust to a minor event in a long history of
suppression. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge and address the specificities of these historical cultures. Moreover, the non-Jewish victims of German occupation in these countries deserve more attention by both the Western public and
scholarship. In the Russian Federation, for example, many more non-Jews were
killed during the occupation than were Jews.
Most problematic are the memory policies of nationalist movements and now nationalist governments like in Hungary and Poland, but also Slovakia and Serbia.
Some of the debates on collaboration and the rehabilitation of antisemites and murderers originated in the 1990s, but we are now seeing an orchestrated effort to whitewash history. Especially in Poland and Ukraine, there is an enormous divide between new research on local collaboration in the Holocaust or, to be more precise,
the murders committed by Poles and Ukrainians, and the institutionalised politics
of history with its emphasis on the help provided to Jews in these countries.
These are areas in which the societies in question really are most in need of Holocaust research. In my opinion, it is important that this research is undertaken by local
historians themselves and in the long run not predominately by Western researchers.
Otherwise, we will return to the situation of the Cold War. It is the task of the EU and
Western experts to support this effort, like the eminent Polish Center for Holocaust
Research in Warsaw, which has produced the most innovative historiography,5 and to
protect researchers from attacks by nationalists like that on Jan Grabowski in Paris.6
Yet the resurgence of nationalism and its attacks on Holocaust memorialisation
are, as we all know, not restricted to Eastern Europe, and it is not the only new chal4		 See: Polina Efimova/Katerina Patin, The Never-Ending Fight to Honor 16,000 Jewish Victims of Russia’s
Worst Holocaust Massacre, in: Haaretz, 12 February 2019.
5		 Most importantly: Jan Grabowski/Barbara Engelking (ed.), Dalej jest noc. Losy Żydów w wybranych powiatach okupowanej Polski [Night Without End. The Fate of Jews in Selected Counties of Occupied Poland], 2
vols., Warsaw 2018.
6		 Joseph Croitoru, Ein solches Geschichtsbild dulden wir nicht – Eine polnische Kampagne gegen die Holocaust-Forschung, in: Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 28 March 2019, available online: https://www.nzz.ch/international/polnische-kampagne-gegen-die-holocaust-forschung-ld.1469810 (8 October 2019).
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lenge we face in the current situation. I think the cultural change we are witnessing
right now is the second big problem that Holocaust memory in society and indirectly also Holocaust Studies are facing. I am talking about the lack of interest in
the past, especially if it as far removed as the Holocaust. In Germany and Austria,
for example, the number of history students is on the decline. The role of history
changes within the context of ongoing migration, for example in Frankfurt am
Main, where approximately forty percent of the population has a migrant background and thus a rather loose connection to German or European history.
Another issue is the internet. New generations of schoolchildren and students are
less inclined to hear speeches on memorial days and to read big books or even bigger
dissertations on Holocaust history. Their strategies of acquiring information are different from the ones we are used to. I think both research and memorialisation to a
certain extent have adapted to this circumstance, having to find ways to qualify data
from the internet. Visualisation is now high on the agenda, either through visual
documents, maps, or other interactive tools. The larger research institutions have already realised this, but such visualisations can be very expensive. So, all in all, both
memorialisation in society and Holocaust research will have to face these new challenges and undergo major changes in the near future.
The role of Holocaust Studies for societies is thus different in different contexts. Its
main asset is methodological and conceptual rigour as well as its openness to new
and even more unpleasant findings. It can deliver the basis for societal discourses on
the Holocaust, which go beyond the rituals of memorialisation, with painful insights, predominately on the Germans and Austrians involved, but also on all other
affected societies, especially concerning collaboration and the spoliation of Jewish
property. Yet Holocaust research can also identify and evaluate examples of help and
rescue, of international intervention. This is extremely important for Holocaust education. However, Holocaust Studies have to reinvent themselves from time to time,
to open up, accept different approaches, and adapt to national or regional memory
cultures. They should analytically include all victims of Nazi and Axis crimes and
reconsider the fundamental basis of the Holocaust, the discourses on enemies, the
destruction of law-abiding order, the systematic violation of rights, but also policies
of expansion, warfare, and occupation, as well as international neglect.
Holocaust Studies are in need of a constant dialogue within the public sphere in
education and memorialisation. So, the answer to the leading question is yes: Societies do need Holocaust Studies, but Holocaust Studies themselves need constant selfevaluation and opening up to all historical and societal contexts.
This paper was originally given at the EHRI Conference in Amsterdam on 3 July 2019 under the title:
Do Our Societies Need Holocaust Studies?
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The Memory of Maly Trostenets in Perspective of its History
First of all, I would like to thank the Jewish Museum Vienna and the Vienna
Wiesenthal Institute for Holocaust Studies (VWI) for the invitation to this discussion on the newest insights into the study of Maly Trostenets tonight, the audience
for being here, and my fellow researchers on the stage for the opportunity to discuss
this topic. I was asked to reflect tonight on the historical aspect of Maly Trostenets
and, while writing this, it occurred to me that in the current state of research on Maly
Trostenets– even in the research on the historical aspect of this site –, the memory of
it is never too far away either.
Last April, I found a postcard in the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
in Washington, D.C. There were some lines written in German on the front. It said:
“Dear mother, I hope you are fine as well, just like Gertrud and I. I’m working at the
Jewish Council. Greetings and kisses, Alfred.”1 On the back side there was the address of this Alfred in Amsterdam, who turned out to be Alfred Cohn. The card was
addressed to his mother Louise Cohn. On the part of the card where the address is
usually written, Alfred had written his mothers’ date of birth, 26 June 1890 and the
date of her transport, 10 November 1941 from Essen. The card was sent on the 3rd of
March 1943 from Amsterdam to Minsk, where, according to the stamps on the card,
it arrived only ten days later, on March 13. Alfred Cohn was born in Müllheim and
managed to flee from Germany to the Netherlands in 1939, where he eventually got
a job at the Jewish Council in Amsterdam. In September 1943, he was on one of the
last transports from the Westerbork transit camp to Auschwitz. Alfred survived
Auschwitz and returned to the Netherlands afterwards. His mother was less fortunate. She was never able to emigrate like her son Alfred or her daughter Gertrud,
who escaped the Holocaust by emigrating to London.2 Although Louise Cohn’s date
of death is unknown, it is very probable that she never received the card from her son,
one and a half years after her arrival in Minsk.
The story of Louise Cohn made me wonder: what can really be said about those
people who were sent to Minsk during the deportations in 1941? Were they able to
communicate to the outside world about what happened to them? We do know
quite a few aspects and stories of the victims who were murdered in Maly Tros
tenets. Since the 1990s, local historians have started to look into the history of the
persecution of Jewish communities in Germany and Austria in connection to Maly
Trostenets, which has given us a glimpse into these communities and their stories
before the war. But can we actually say something about what happened to those
people in Minsk who were not killed directly upon arrival? Daily life in Minsk has
been investigated mostly when it comes to the Belarusian part of the Minsk ghetto.
It is known that Belarusian Jews were better able to survive because they could communicate with other people around them. For Jews who did not speak Russian or
Belarusian, it was more difficult to survive because they could not so easily flee to
1 USHMM Archives, Washington, Harry Goldman collection, book 8, 1988.64.8, Alfred Cohn, Postcard to
Minsk (Amsterdam, March 3, 1943).
2		 Arnoud-Jan Bijsterveld, House of Memories. Uncovering the Past of a Dutch Jewish Family, Hilversum 2016,
186.
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join partisans or convince someone outside the Minsk Ghetto or Maly Trostenets to
help them.
However, as we know, there were more German-speaking people in Minsk than
just the German victims. How much interaction was there between the Germanspeaking population in Minsk, in all their different capacities as victims, perpetrators, or bystanders? What did the people on ‘the other side of the fence’ communicate
to the world about what was going on in Minsk? For example, an Austrian Wehrmacht soldier recounts in his memoirs that his commander struggled with tears
when he walked into his local butcher inside the Minsk ghetto. Thousands of kilometres from their shared hometown Berlin was one of them captured in the Minsk
ghetto, while the other entered the ghetto to loot for possessions. The soldier recounted that “the corporal had no heart to tell the doubting man the truth. Because
[the corporal] knew that his acquaintance would be killed soon“.3 An actress from
Hamburg who performed for Wehrmacht troops and SS personnel and who was active at least for two months in early 1943 sent letters home to her mother almost daily
on her encounters with men, new romances and the adventure she saw in the war. In
one of these letters, which had quite an outspoken antisemitic tone, she also mentioned that there were quite some German Jews working at the house. Brigitte, the
actress, wrote for example of a carpenter, who was a Jew coming from Hamburg as
well. She wrote that this might have been the first time she even spoke to a Jew, but
assured her mother that she “had nothing to worry about” as she avoided interaction.4 These are but two examples of such interactions. Further research already indicates that there was more interaction between perpetrators, victims, and bystanders
than is usually reflected upon.
So the discovery of this card by Alfred Cohn brought me back to a question that
historians of the Holocaust have asked for a long time: How much was known about
Maly Trostenets and Minsk during the course of the war and should we, as historians, not look into this more, as it can also tell us something about why and how it was
‘forgotten’? After all, Alfred Cohn, who had no family in Germany anymore, was
obviously aware of the fact that his mother had been deported to Minsk.
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***
Today, the focus on Maly Trostenets very much evolves around the fact that it was
until quite recently an ‘unknown’ or ‘forgotten’ site due to the very few who survived
there. However, by underlining this ‘unknownness’, the focus seems to shift to how
Maly Trostenets has been remembered, instead of what happened at this site. For
example, the very interesting travelling exhibition on Maly Trostenets which is now
on display in the Haus der Geschichte Österreich has a large section on the commemoration of Maly Trostenets in different countries. Although it is indeed interesting to
understand how it is remembered, I do wonder whether we already know enough
about this place to make a step from the history of Maly Trostenets to the memory of
Maly Trostenets.
The other day, I looked at the article on Maly Trostenets on Wikipedia. Although
Wikipedia as a source is indeed questionable, it does reflect the general information
that many people come across who are looking for some insight on a specific topic.
In the German-language article, there was a general description of the history of
3 Luis Raffeiner, Wir waren keine Menschen mehr. Erinnerungen eines Wehrmachtsoldaten an die Ostfront,
Bozen 2011, 92.
4 Letter of Brigitte on January 1943 in: Walter Kempowski, in: Das Echelot II, 18.1.–31.1.1943, Munich 1993,
339-340
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Maly Trostenets. Besides the better-known works on Maly Trostenets by historians
Petra Rentrop and Christian Gerlach, an article of Thomas Kues was also used cited
a source.5 Kues is a quite well-known Holocaust ‘revisionist’ and has also written on
several aspects of the history of Maly Trostenets and the so-called ‘Aktion Reinhard’
camps. I wonder whether we already know enough to depart from the historical aspect to the issue of memory, seeing that the existing historiography apparently is still
being supplemented with the work of people who are involved in ‘revisionist’ history.
During the inauguration of the main monument at Maly Trostenets, the Gates of
Memory, Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko said that the architects had
the difficult task of “preserving the historical truth and giving a complete picture of
people’s suffering”,6 while the architect herself said that it was her task “to safeguard
the historical authenticity of the site”.7 Although this is an important task, the monument does reveal some historical inaccuracies. In itself a monument is not a direct
representation of the past, but when it is claimed that it is meant as a testimony to
preserve the historical past and to safeguard historical accuracy, even the most minor
historical flaws become a problematic aspect. Ensuring that there is a strong historiography of the history of Maly Trostenets should help prevent such errors and flaws
going forward.
To end this talk on a perhaps more positive note, I believe it is great that so much
attention is being paid to Maly Trostenets, both inside and outside Belarus. It is clear
from the existing literature on Maly Trostenets that a lot has already been researched.
This multitude of viewpoints will help us better understand what happened at this
site and how we have to understand this within the wider context of the Holocaust.
However, I think that if we want to be able get even further than this, we might have
to step away from the concept of ‘postmemory’ and to start diving into the history
again.
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This paper was presented at the event Neueste Forschungsergebnisse zur Vernichtungsstätte Malyj
Trostenez. A podium discussion on October 22, 2019 at the Jewish Museum in Vienna.8

5		 Vernichtungslager Maly Trostinez, in Wikipedia.de, https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vernichtungslager_Maly_
Trostinez (25 July 2019).
6		 Requiem Meeting The Gates of Memory, June 22, 2015, in: The Official Internet Portal of the President of the
Republic of Belarus, http://president.gov.by/en/news_en/view/requiem-meeting-the-gates-of-memory-11617/
(22 June 2015).
7		 Anna Aksënova, Gedenkstätte Trostenez, in Der Vernichtungsort Trostenez in Der Europäischen Erinnerung. Materialien Zur Internationalen Konferenz vom 21.–24. März in Minsk, Minsk, 2013, 46.
8		 See more: https://www.hdgoe.at/malyj-trostenez (31 March 2020).
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Béla Rásky/Philipp Rohrbach

„Ich bin einer der 500
von 150.000 …“

Ein Interview-Screening in memoriam Simon Wiesenthal
Abstract
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In November 1997, Simon Wiesenthal gave an interview to the historian Albert Lichtblau.
For five days, he talked tirelessly about his life, his work, his fate. The 11-hour interview became part of the USC Shoah Foundation’s testimonies collection on the Holocaust. In January/February 2020, the VWI presented this unique contemporary source document in the
Austrian Film Museum on six consecutive Sunday afternoons – each time to a full house.
After each screening, experts and contemporaries of Wiesenthal were invited by the VWI to
comment on what they had seen, deepening the narrative in a moderated discussion and
contributing their own experiences and memories, both academic and anecdotal.

Vor 23 Jahren wurde in der Wiener Salztorgasse 6 in einer etwas abgenutzten
Wohnung, vollgestopft mit Bene-Ordnern, Büchern, alten Möbeln, in einem nicht
gerade schicken Haus der Wiederaufbaujahre ein bedeutendes Zeitdokument produziert. Ein alter Mann erzählte, sprach in eine Kamera: vor ihm ein Tisch, hinter
ihm ein Bücherregal. Sowohl er als auch das Aufnahmegerät sollten sich stundenlang lang kaum bewegen. Aus dem Off stellte jemand hin und wieder Fragen, bat um
genauere Erklärungen, griff aber nur selten in den Erzählfluss ein. Alle halben Stunden wurde das Gespräch kurz unterbrochen, ein neues Videoband eingelegt, einige
technische Durchsagen verlautbart, das Interview fortgesetzt: Simon Wiesenthal
erzählte sein Leben.
Über fünf Tage interviewte im November 1997 der Historiker Albert Lichtblau
für die ZeitzeugInnensammlung der USC-Shoah Foundation jenen Menschen, dessen Unermüdlichkeit, Ausdauer und Hartnäckigkeit, die TäterInnen des NS-Massenmordes an Jüdinnen und Juden vor Gericht zu bringen, zum Inbegriff dafür geworden ist, den Millionen Opfern der NS-Diktatur Gerechtigkeit zukommen zu
lassen. Recht, nicht Rache, so lautete sein lebenslanges Credo. Das Schweigen zu brechen, den ermordeten Opfern eine Stimme zu geben – und dies lange gegen den offenen Widerstand breiter Teile der postnazistischen Gesellschaften, nicht nur in Österreich, aber ganz besonders hier – bleibt ein Verdienst von Simon Wiesenthal – als
einem der 500 Überlebenden der ehemals 150.000 Lemberger Jüdinnen und Juden.
Diesem Mann ein Denkmal zu setzen, sich seiner Arbeit zu erinnern, ihn zu würdigen, ist kein leichtes Unterfangen. Anlässlich der Vorbereitungen zur Ausstellung
des Jüdischen Museums Wien (JMW) Café As. Das Überleben des Simon Wiesenthal
entschloss sich das VWI allerdings dazu, dieses elfstündige Interview in Erinnerung
an Simon Wiesenthal im Begleitprogramm zu präsentieren. Auch wenn dieses einzigartige historische Dokument sogar aus einem Abstand von fast einem Vierteljahrhundert nichts von seiner Kraft verloren hatte, blieb das Vorbereitungsteam des
VWI, was die konkrete Umsetzung dieses Vorhabens betraf, skeptisch, nachdenkBéla Rásky/Philipp Rohrbach: „Ich bin einer der 500 von 150.000 …“
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lich, vorsichtig: In welcher Form sind elf Stunden kaum bewegter Bilder konsumierbar? Ist eine Vorführung in einem Stück überhaupt zumutbar? Und wenn nicht, in
wie vielen Teilen soll es präsentiert werden, wo sind die Schnitte zu setzen? Bedarf es
zahlreicher Pausen, Unterbrechungen, Erklärungen, Zusatzinformationen? Und wo
soll die Vorführung stattfinden? Und überhaupt: Wird dieses Interview überhaupt
jemanden interessieren, hat es ein Zielpublikum und wer könnte über das JMW
hinaus Kooperationspartner sein? Darüber zerbrachen sich Sandro Fasching, Éva
Kovács, Béla Rásky und Philipp Rohrbach im Sommer 2019 den Kopf.
Die Entscheidung, das Gespräch in sechs Teilen in sechs aufeinanderfolgenden
Wochen zu zeigen, war rasch gefallen: ungeschnitten, unbearbeitet und vorerst unkommentiert, Band für Band, nur unterbrochen vom Testbild und von technischen
Ansagen am Ende und am Beginn eines jeden Bandes. Mit der spontanen Zusage
einer Zusammenarbeit seitens des Österreichischen Filmmuseums und dessen Direktor Michael Löbenstein war zudem jemand gefunden, der neben der historischen
und erinnerungspolitischen Dimension für die cineastische Wertschätzung des
Projekts stand. Leider konnte aber wegen des bereits fixierten Programms des Österreichischen Filmmuseums auf die Laufzeit der Ausstellung im JMW nur mehr bedingt Rücksicht genommen werden – und so fiel der erste Nachmittag der Vorführung am 12. Jänner 2020 mit deren Finissage zusammen.
Die Filmreihe sollte einerseits eine tiefe Verbeugung, eine Reverenz und Ehrerbietung vor einem weltoffenen Alt-Österreicher sein, andererseits aber auch versuchen, Kontexte, sensible Analysen, feine Korrekturen, Ergänzungen zur selbsterzählten Lebensgeschichte Wiesenthals zu entwickeln. Als Wiener mit galizischen
Wurzeln hatte er der kleinen und oft engstirnigen – bewusst vergesslichen und gegenüber den Opfern so lange niederträchtigen und oftmals weiter räuberischen –
Zweiten Republik hartnäckig und standhaft einen Spiegel vorgehalten. Und trotz
aller uns heute so anwidernden Anfeindungen und gemeinen Verleumdungen hat er
so den Weg dafür gebahnt, dass diese Republik offener mit der verbrecherischen
Vergangenheit vieler ihrer BürgerInnen und deren Vorfahren umgehen kann, sich
zu deren Schuld bekennt und durch eine aktive Erinnerungspolitik zumindest versucht, ein Bewusstsein für vergangenes Unrecht zu erhalten. Eben diese Beharrlichkeit, diese Standhaftigkeit, zeigt uns auch, wie wichtig es ist, allen Anzeichen von
Antisemitismus, Rassismus, Xenophobie, Antitsiganismus oder Homophobie entschieden und sofort entgegenzutreten.
Auch wenn das Interview chronologisch gegliedert war, folgte Wiesenthal – wie
auch die Erfahrung mit anderen lebensgeschichtlichen Interviews zeigt – nur selten
den Intentionen des Gesprächsleiters, sprang zwischen Daten und Ereignissen hin
und her, assoziierte frei, brachte Anekdotisches ein, verlor den Faden, erinnerte sich
ungenau. Auch aus diesem Grund schien es nach einer ersten Sichtung schwer, das
Gespräch thematisch zu gliedern, die Themen scharf voneinander abzugrenzen. Es
gab zahlreiche Überschneidungen, zeitliche Sprünge, immer wieder Bezüge auf bereits
Erzähltes. Jeder auch nur kleine Eingriff hätte die historische Authentizität, die Aura
zerstört. Auch das sprach für eine ungeschnittene Präsentation in voller Länge. Nur
am Ende jeder Vorführung folgte ein Gespräch, in dem ExpertInnen und W
 eggefährten
Erklärungen, Kommentare oder Zusammenhänge erläuterten, neue A
 spekte aus zeitlicher Distanz einbrachten, das Erzählte kontextualisierten und vertieften.
Alle unsere Befürchtungen waren zerstreut, als wir schon am ersten Termin feststellten, dass der Kinosaal des Filmmuseums gesteckt voll war, und dieses Interesse
in weiterer Folge nicht nur nicht abbrechen sollte, sondern bis zu den letzten Terminen Interessierte im wahrsten Sinne des Wortes ihre Eintrittskarten ergattern mussBéla Rásky/Philipp Rohrbach: „Ich bin einer der 500 von 150.000 …“
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ten. Denn trotz der Unbeweglichkeit der Kamera, trotz des Mangels an visuellen
Reizen, trotz der für unsere heutigen Blicke so frappierenden und ungewohnten
Langsamkeit, ja Trägheit der Bilder, konnte Simon Wiesenthal das Auditorium in
seinen Bann ziehen, es seiner Geschichte angeregt und nie unbeteiligt folgen lassen:
Er erzählte ja nicht nur mit Worten, er gestikulierte, seine Hände, seine Mimik erzählten mit, verliehen dem Bild bei aller Unbeweglichkeit doch Dynamik, Handlung, eine unvergleichliche, spannungsgeladene Dramatik.
Simon Wiesenthal sprach über sein Leben, das voller Entsetzlichkeiten, voller Tragik, voller Trauer, aber eben auch voller Überzeugung, unumstößlicher Grundsätze
und einer beeindruckenden Beharrlichkeit war, manchmal durchaus schalkhaft,
manchmal lachend, manchmal bewegt, bedrückt, mit Tränen in den Augen. Allein
müde wurde er in diesen elf Stunden über fünf Tage nicht, vielleicht manchmal etwas
ungeduldig, als hätte er noch Wichtigeres zu erledigen, als einem jungen Historiker
Rede und Antwort zu stehen. Wichtigeres, nämlich den Millionen Opfern der NSDiktatur eine Stimme zu geben, für jene zu sprechen, die das nicht mehr können.
Es war nicht immer leicht, dem Bogen zu folgen, den der damals 89 Jahre alte
Wiesenthal in seiner Erzählung spannte. Das Interview ist nicht nur was die seherische Ausdauer betrifft eine Herausforderung, sondern oft gerade in Bezug auf das
Erzählte schmerzhaft, quälend, zornerregend, erschütternd, keine bekömmliche
Kinokost.
Mit der Erinnerung des 1908 Geborenen an seine Jugend in Galizien eröffnete
der erste Teil unter dem Motto Meine jüdische Identität war eine Selbstverständlichkeit!: Gemeinsam mit seinem Interviewer taucht er in Erinnerungen an den Ersten
Weltkrieg, an seine Mutter Rosa, seinen Vater Ascher, seinen Bruder Hillel sowie
seine Großeltern ein. Er skizziert das jüdische Leben in Buczacz, spricht darüber, wie
sich das Leben der Familie nach dem Tod des Vaters und der Flucht nach Wien – Galizien wird unmittelbar nach Kriegsbeginn von der russischen Armee besetzt – gestaltet. „Am meisten war ich verliebt in den Prater“, fasst er seine Wiener Kindheitsjahre zusammen. Gemeinsam mit seiner Mutter kehrt er in das nunmehr polnische
Galizien zurück, absolviert das Gymnasium, wo er seine zukünftige Frau Cyla kennenlernt. Zum Architekturstudium muss er nach Prag ausweichen, gilt doch im antisemitischen Polen der Zwischenkriegszeit ein Numerus-Clausus für jüdische Studierende. Nach seiner Rückkehr arbeitet er in einem Architekturbüro in Lemberg.
Nachdem im Oktober 1939 Lemberg infolge des Hitler-Stalin-Paktes von der Roten
Armee besetzt wird, wird Wiesenthal für sowjetische Staatsbetriebe tätig. Nach dem
überstürzten Abzug der Sowjets nach dem Überfall der Wehrmacht im Juni 1941
macht Wiesenthal – noch vor dem Eintreffen der deutschen Truppen – Bekanntschaft mit dem ukrainischen Antisemitismus, der ihn fast das Leben kostet.
Nach dieser zweistündigen Erzählung sprach VWI-Mitarbeiter Philipp Rohrbach mit Albert Lichtblau. Lichblau ging auf die Umstände der Interview-Entstehung, auf seine Vorbereitung und auf die Gesprächssituation ein. Er berichtete aber
auch über eine kleine Kalamität während des Gesprächs, als ein Teil des Beleuchtungssets umfiel, was Simon Wiesenthal sichtlich verärgerte, das Gespräch – zum
Glück erst am letzten Tag der Aufnahmen – sichtlich negativ beeinflusste. Lichtblau
äußerte sich auch zur Methode, sprach darüber was er heute anders machen würde,
wie er seine damaligen Fragen, seine eigene Gesprächsführung angesichts seiner inzwischen jahrzehntelangen Erfahrung als Interviewer heute sieht.
Der zweite Nachmittag, eine Woche später widmete sich unter dem Titel Ich war
Architekt aus Passion Wiesenthals Beruf, dem er – wenn auch nicht aktiv – ein Leben
lang verbunden blieb. Vielleicht auch deshalb, weil durch diese Profession erworbene
Béla Rásky/Philipp Rohrbach: „Ich bin einer der 500 von 150.000 …“
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Simon Wiesenthal im Gespräch, 17. November 1997.

Fähigkeiten ihm so oft das Leben gerettet hatten: Bei einer Massenerschießung von
Juden in einem Lemberger Gefängnis wird Wiesenthal von einem Ukrainer erkannt,
dem er während seiner Tätigkeit als Architekt einmal einen Posten verschafft hatte,
und der ihm dabei hilft zu entkommen: „Das war das erste Mal, dass mich einer herausgeholt hat von einer Erschießungsaktion. Da habe ich mich gegenüber den Erschossenen irgendwie schuldig gefühlt.“ Wiesenthal spricht über die Ghettoisierung
seiner Familie, seine Einweisung in das Lager Janowska, die Wiederaufnahme der
Tätigkeit als Architekt bei den Ostbahn-Ausbesserungswerken sowie seine Kontakte
zur polnischen Untergrundbewegung. Er erzählt, wie ihn sein Vorgesetzter dabei unterstützt, Papiere für seine Frau Cyla zu fälschen und wie seine Mutter Rosa, trotz diverser Vorkehrungen abgeholt und in das Vernichtungslager Belzec deportiert wird.
Im Anschluss an diese sehr persönlichen und bewegenden Ausführungen sprach
die Direktorin des Jüdischen Museum Wie (JMW), Danielle Spera, mit Michaela Vocelka, der langjährigen Archivarin des Archivs des Bundes Jüdischer Verfolgter des
Naziregimes und Kuratorin der Ausstellung Café As, über Wiesenthal als Architekt
und Gestalter, über seine damit zusammenhängenden zeichnerischen Fähigkeiten.
Am dritten Nachmittag – Immer wenn ich nach Mauthausen fahr’ – am 26. Jänner
2020 fokussierte Wiesenthal auf seine Odyssee durch mehrere KZs nach seiner Festnahme in Lemberg. Krank und ausgemergelt gelangt er schließlich ins KZ Mauthausen, wo ihm wieder seine zeichnerischen Fähigkeiten das Leben retten. Er nützt
diese aber nicht nur dafür, sich zusätzliche Essensrationen zu sichern, sondern auch
um in Form von Skizzen – die zum Teil erhalten geblieben sind – die Verbrechen im
Konzentrationslager zu dokumentieren: „Die Zeichnungen waren für mich eine
Anklage gegen das Regime.“ Nach seiner Befreiung im Mai 1945 bietet er der USArmee sofort seine Dienste bei der Suche nach NS-TäterInnen an und wird dafür
lange von seinen Leidensgenossen nicht ernst genommen: „Für uns warst du ein
Spinner. Kein Mensch hat geglaubt, dass du normal bist.“
Im Anschluss moderierte die Abgeordnete zum Nationalrat und ehemalige Forschungskoordinatorin der Österreichischen Historikerkommission Eva Blimlinger
Béla Rásky/Philipp Rohrbach: „Ich bin einer der 500 von 150.000 …“
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ein Gespräch mit dem Sozialpsychologen Karl Fallend, Fellow am Internationalen
Forschungszentrum Kulturwissenschaften (IFK), und Bertrand Perz vom Institut
für Zeitgeschichte der Universität Wien, wo es darum ging, Wiesenthals Erinnerung
an die Befreiung des KZ Mauthausen in einen größeren Kontext zu stellen und die
Selektivität von Erinnerung sowie die Verschiebung und Überformung selbiger im
Laufe der Zeit zu diskutieren.
Wir sind alleine, alleine! fasst Wiesenthal am vierten Nachmittag, am 2. Februar
2020, die Ermordung fast seiner ganzen Familie zusammen, spricht über Cyla, seine
Frau, über ihr Überleben, beschreibt wie unglücklich sie in Österreich war. „Jedes
Kind hat a Oma, an Opa. Warum habe ich niemanden?“, fragt ihn die Tochter einmal in ihrer Kindheit, und in ihrer Bedrängnis schaffen die Eltern ihr eine künstliche Verwandtschaft, erzählen Paulinka Rosa erst später „langsam, langsam“ die
Wahrheit über das Schicksal ihrer Vorfahren.
Aber persönliche Sentimentalitäten sind nicht Wiesenthals Metier, er wechselt das
Thema. Beiläufig erwähnt er die vielen, an ihn gesandten Drohbriefe: „Wenn ich so an
Brief bekomme, mache ich ein ‚M‘ – das heißt Meschugge.“ Während er diese unfassbaren Angriffe mit dem für ihn überlebenswichtigen Humor abtut, erzählt er über
seinen Kampf gegen die untätige Justiz, über seine Arbeit, Franz Murer vor Gericht zu
bringen, den Schutz, den viele Politiker den Tätern gewährten: „Es gab niemanden,
der sich mit der Sache befassen wollte“, fasst er das Schweigen zur NS-Vergangenheit
in den 1970er-Jahren zusammen. Im Schlagabtausch mit Bruno Kreisky kulminiert
seine Empörung über diese fehlende Vergangenheitsbewältigung: „Kreisky wusste
wie er mich treffen kann. Er hat mich auf derart gemeine Weise angegriffen!“
Aber auch die zentralen Lebenserfahrungen so vieler Holocaust-Überlebenden
kommen zur Sprache: das Schuldgefühl des eigenen Überlebens, die Konfrontation
mit der Tatsache, dass die Mehrheitsgesellschaft wenig bereit ist, den Leidensgeschichten zuzuhören, sich mit der eigenen Verstrickung – und sei es auch nur durch
Wegschauen – in die Mordmaschinerie nicht auseinandersetzt, die Fragen der Kinder, und immer wieder: der weiterlebende Antisemitismus.
Das abschließende Gespräch führte die profil-Journalistin Christa Zöchling mit
dem Politikwissenschaftler Anton Pelinka, der in einer dreifachen Funktion das GeBéla Rásky/Philipp Rohrbach: „Ich bin einer der 500 von 150.000 …“
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sehene kommentierte: als Zeitzeuge, als Politikwissenschafter und nicht zuletzt als
Gründungsmitglied und erster Vorstandsvorsitzender des VWI.
Nazis sollten uns nicht regieren!, so der Titel des fünften Nachmittags am 9. Februar 2020, brachte das Milieu, die mehr als feindselig gesonnene Umgebung im Nachkriegsösterreich bis weit in die 1970er-Jahre zur Sprache: die Affäre Kreisky, das
nachsichtige Verhalten der österreichischen Justiz, deren Verstrickung in die NSRechtssprechung, die mangelnde Entnazifizierung, die Kontinuität der Eliten in so
vielen Bereichen, aber auch die konkreten Hintergründe dafür. Im Fokus standen
aber auch Wiesenthals bekannteste Fälle, seine Suche nach NS-Tätern allen voran
Adolf Eichmann, und ja, NS-Täterinnen, denn vergessen wir nicht Hermine Braunsteiner. All das sollte ihm ja schließlich den Namen Nazi-Jäger einbringen. Eine Bezeichnung, die er immer zurückwies und zutiefst verabscheute. Aber gegen Ende der
in Teil fünf vorgeführten Videobänder klang auch an, wie sich Wiesenthal des langsamen Gesinnungswandels großer Teile der österreichischen Öffentlichkeit bewusst
war, wenn er – nicht ohne kritischen Unterton – feststellt: „Die Meinung über mich
ist diametral verändert. Sie betrachten mich als das moralische Bewusstsein.“
Anschließend stellte eine von VWI-Fellow Dagi Knellessen moderierte größere
Diskussionsrunde die Strafverfolgung von NS-TäterInnen in einen historischen und
internationalen Kontext. TeilnehmerInnen waren der VWI-Archivar René Bienert,
Claudia Kuretsidis-Haider vom Dokumentationsarchiv des österreichischen Widerstandes (DÖW) und Heidemarie Uhl von der Österreichischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften (ÖAW).
„Ich habe Jahrzehnte gekämpft gegen das Vergessen“ resümiert Simon Wiesenthal
am letzten Nachmittag der Veranstaltungsserie unter dem Titel Alles im Leben hat
seinen Preis, auch das Überleben. Und den zahl’ ich … Er fasst hier seine Linzer Jahre,
die Schließung seines Linzer Büros – „Die Gerichte wollten einfach nichts machen.
[19]54 habe ich das Büro geschlossen“ –, die Übergabe der Unterlagen an Yad Vashem – „das waren 800 oder 900 Kilo Dokumente“ –, sowie die Wiederaufnahme
seiner Tätigkeit im Feld der Verfolgung von NS-TäterInnen – „diesmal in Wien, weil
die Majorität waren ja Österreicher“ – zusammen: „Schauen Sie, ich habe ihnen erzählt einige der Fälle: Franz Stangl, Franz Murer, Hermine Braunsteiner.“ Zu Adolf

Ariel Muzicant beim Abschlussgespräch mit Éva Kovács und Béla Rásky, 16. Februar 2020.
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Eichmann bemerkt er, hätte er sein ganzes Leben nur das gemacht, „diesen Mann
vor Gericht zu bringen, da habe ich nicht umsonst gelebt“. Wiesenthal ließ aber auch
Resignation verspüren: „Was ich erreicht habe ist sehr wenig im Vergleich.“ Naiv sei
er gewesen, „denn man hätte 100.000 solcher Büros gebraucht“. Zuletzt erwähnt er
auch die anderen Opfergruppen des Nationalsozialismus: „Wenn wir Juden gegen
eine Wiederholung alleine kämpfen, dann machen wir aus dem Nationalsozialismus
eine Gefahr für die Juden, aber mit der Hilfe der anderen, die gestorben sind, kämpfen wir gegen eine Gefahr für die Welt.“ „Und wahrscheinlich ist nach mir alles Geschichte. Und das soll keine Geschichte sein …“
Das abschließende Gespräch der Veranstaltungsreihe führten Éva Kovács (VWI)
und Béla Rásky (VWI) mit Ariel Muzicant, dem Vizepräsidenten des Europäischen
Jüdischen Kongresses und des Jüdischen Weltkongresses, über seine Erinnerungen
an Wiesenthal. Zur Sprache kam dessen Beziehung zur Israelitischen Kultusgemeinde, Simon Wiesenthals Beitrag zur Gründung eines Shoah-Forschungszentrums,
dem späteren Wiener Wiesenthal Institut für Holocaust-Studien (VWI) und Wiesenthals Wirken für die Nachwelt.
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