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Liberating the treasured 
music of the Holocaust

Mankind’s darkest hour is also, 
thankfully, one of its most  
documented. Yad Vashem’s 
archive contains the names of 

four-and-a-half of the six million Jews 
murdered by the Nazis, along with thou-
sands of testimonials – the vast majority 
given by those sadly no longer with us.

Today, almost 75 years after liberation,  
the survivors who remain were children in the 
camps, too young to accurately bear witness. 
Many simply recall a poem, a rhyme, a lullaby. 
They remember the music of the camps.

Yes, there were songs in hell. Thousands  
of them.

Acclaimed composer Francesco Lotoro has 

spent the past two decades salvaging more 
than 8,000 pieces of music written during  
the Shoah. 

 His forensic search took him to museums, 
memorials, libraries and into the homes of 
survivors who remember the music being 
played, as well as tracking down relatives of 
those no longer around.

 The 58-year-old discovered scores etched 
onto coal and wooden cutlery, scribbled on 
walls, doors and postcards. He found a five- 
act opera written on toilet paper.

 He discovered love songs, marching songs, 
nursery rhymes and entire cabarets with  
full stage directions. 

He found music composed by Sufis, Baha’i, 
Roma and gypsy prisoners, but inevitably 
mostly Jews, 
written in Hebrew, 
Yiddish, German, 
Czech and Romani. 

Francesco 
lovingly calls 
them “the great 
treasure”.

These musical 
memories 
remained silent 
for seven decades 
until Sunday, 
when 11 of them 
were performed 
for the first time 
at JNF UK’s Notes 
of Hope concert 
in Jerusalem, as 
part of Israel’s 70th 
birthday celebrations.

“There was an explosion of creativity in the 
camps,” Francesco tells me in a thick Italian 
accent the night before the concert. “People 
wanted to be optimistic. They yearned for 
hope, even as they were surrounded by 

hunger and horror. Where there is death there 
is often more life.

“If you take these musical scores to 
museums they will be treated as historical 
documents to be carefully filed away. But 
music lives in the air. This music needs to be 
liberated all over again.”

On stage at Jerusalem’s International 
Convention Centre 24 hours later, Francesco 
can be seen literally grasping the music from 
the air as he frenziedly conducts the Ashdod 
Symphony Orchestra and children from the 
Bikurim Performing Arts School in Eshkol 
and the Yerucham Conservatory.  

His arms flail, his eyes widen, his dark hair 
swishes back and forth. 

He is in the room but elsewhere.
Each song cut 

into the soul. From 
the innocent refrain 
Zitra (Tomorrow) 
composed by Joseph 
Roubicek for a young 
prisoner about 
looking forward to 
the day “everyone 
will be happy 
at heart”, to the 
woefully vivid And 
The Music Is Playing 
by Walter Linden-
baum, with its  
dark lament…

 “From the depth of 
hell… Music is pleasing, 
even the villain’s heart...

They pound the rhythm on the food bowls, and 
instead of soup serve a tune extract. Even when 
exhausted they whistle restlessly, and the music 
is playing.”

 And then Aviva Bar-On stepped on stage.

Songs written and performed in Nazi concentration camps were played for the first time  
in 73 years on Sunday at an unforgettable concert in Jerusalem, writes Richard Ferrer

Aviva performs the song she sang in Terezin, accompanied on the piano by Francesco 

Francesco receiving an award from 
JNF UK’s chairman Samuel Hayek
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In 1943, Aviva was a scared little girl sent  
to the children’s clinic at Terezin, suffering 
with “terezinka” – a prisoner euphemism  
for diarrhoea. She was lovingly comforted 
back to health by a 
nurse called Ilse Weber, 
who made up a darkly 
amusing song to make 
the children smile called 
When I Was Lying Down 
in Terezin’s Children’s 
Clinic: 

 “It’s terezinka, this is 
what you have. A nasty 
sickness – let’s shove a 
plug on it.”
    
 When her husband was 
sent to Auschwitz in 
1944, Ilse voluntarily 
transferred to the camp 
with their young son to 
keep the family together. 
She and her little boy were gassed on arrival.

Ilse’s song was never written or recorded. 
It stayed alive in Aviva’s mind. On Sunday, 
aged 85, she sung it in public, in front of 3,000 
people, for the very first time. 

 In the audience sat Alan Earlish, nephew 
of much-loved pre-war entertainer Max 
Erlich, whose long-lost music was also played.

 Max starred in 40 pre-war films, alongside 
the likes of Marlene Dietrich. Imprisoned 

in Holland’s Wester-
bork transit camp, he 
ran a theatre group 
of actors, dancers, 
choreographers and 
musicians. 

They put on six 
major productions 
until the entire troupe 
was carted off to 
Auschwitz in 1944.

 Alan tells me: “The 
camp commandant 
Conrad Geneker was 
stage-struck by these 
celebrities. There 
was my uncle Max, 
Willy Rosen, Erich 
Ziegler, Franz Engel 

and many more. Suddenly 
the best cabaret in Europe was to be found in 
Westerbork. SS officers would come to watch 
in the front rows with the Jews sat behind. 
They performed for their lives. A good show 
might delay their departure to Auschwitz. 

Their songs became local hits, with prisoners 
humming and whistling them as they worked.”

 Max was put on the final transport to 
Auschwitz in September 1944. Eyewitnesses 
recount he was recognised on arrival and 
forced to perform at gunpoint before being 
led to the gas chambers alongside many of his 
fellow Westerbork “celebrities”. He was 51.

Francesco has so far made 20 trips around 
the world to revive the music of the camps. 
He plans to make 80 more by 2020, before 
holding a concert in Auschwitz to mark the 

75th anniversary of liberation. There were 
seven orchestras in Auschwitz. Each played 
hundreds, if not thousands, of songs. He has  
a busy two years ahead.

“I would like this concert and future ones 
to show what was lost can be rebuilt and 
celebrated,” he reflects the morning after  
the concert.  Hearing children perform the 
songs of the camps gives them a connection 
to the past. Now the music belongs to them. 
Handing it to them feels like a mitzvah. This 
can be a new beginning.”

UK journalists with Yerucham Conservatory performers ahead of the Jerusalem concert

Francesco Lotoro conducting the Ashdod Symphony Orchestra at Jerusalem’s International Convention Centre during Sunday’s JNF UK Notes of Hope concert

ITALIAN COMPOSER 
FRANCESCO 
LOTORO HAS SPENT 
MORE THAN 20 
YEARS SALVAGING 
MORE THAN 8,000 
PIECES OF MUSIC 
WRITTEN DURING 
THE HOLOCAUST
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