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Phil Skinner, pskinner@ajc.com
Dr. Francesco Lotoro, an Italian
conductor & pianist has spent years
conserving musical compositions
written by concentration camp
inmates. Many composers died in the
Nazi concentration camps; some
continued to write music as they
waited for their turn in the ovens.
Emory will feature several of these
compositions in a concert Tuesday in
conjunction with an exhibit of photos
recovered from victims, showing the
lives they led before the Holocaust.

Phil Skinner, pskinner@ajc.com
Portrait of Dr. Francesco Lotoro, right,
who is staying in Dahlan, far left, and
Honora Foah's Inman Park home.
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Concert's music composed in Nazi death camps

By Bo Emerson 
The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Viktor Ullmann, a Czech student of Arnold Schoenberg, did not stop composing, even when he
was headed for the gas chambers.

Imprisoned at Terezin in his home country, Ullmann threw
himself into his work, turning out opera, theater music and
vocal and instrumental work before he was deported to
Auschwitz on Oct. 16, 1944. He probably died in the gas
chambers the next day.

His work survived. His music, set to the lyrics of Rainer
Maria Rilke, will be performed Tuesday at "Testaments of the
Heart," an unusual concert of music from various artists, all
composed in concentration camps. The concert will be at
Emory University's Schwartz Center for the Performing Arts.

The music has been feverishly collected over the past 20
years by Italian pianist and conductor Francesco Lotoro, who
will be performing several of the works, along with musicians
from the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra, the Georgia State
University Orchestra and Emory's Department of Music.

Part of Lotoro's intensity is a conviction that many of these
scores are disappearing, through loss, neglect or just the
ravages of time.

Take, for example, the works of Czech composer Rudolf
Karel, a student of Anton Dvorak. Karel was also an activist
and a member of the Czech resistance, which led to his
arrest by the Gestapo in 1943.

After being jailed at Pankrac, he was forbidden to write
music. He was 60 and suffering from dysentery by the time
he was transferred to Little Terezin, the so-called "model"
concentration camp.

To help his condition, he was supplied with “hygienic paper”
(toilet paper) and charcoal to settle his stomach, but a
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sympathetic guard gave him extra paper, and Karel secretly
wrote many compositions on this flimsy medium. Allies
somehow smuggled many of those compositions out of the
prison before Karel died of dysentery on March 6, 1945.

Lotoro has collected hundreds of works by Karel, but many
are simply disintegrating, as they await a chance to be
transcribed and recorded.

"Some of these songs keep bothering me," said Lotoro,
speaking Italian and English during an interview Friday. "They keep asking, ‘When are you going
to record me?' "

Part of the problem is that Lotoro can't do it by himself. He has traveled extensively in Europe,
the U.S. and as far afield as Manchuria and India collecting more than 4,000 works and
thousands of frames of microfiche. But he can't bring back everything he finds. “He finds diaries,
folios, but he can’t afford to buy them,” said Honora Foah, president of the Mythic Imagination
Institute, which is co-sponsoring the event.

“Up until now, the significance of his research has been undervalued, if at all,” said Foah. “We’re
hoping with this acceptance it might pick up steam.”

"Testaments of the Heart" coincides with an exhibit at Emory called "The Last Album: Eyes From
the Ashes of Auschwitz-Birkenau," personal photos of concentration camp prisoners before their
internment. The exhibit is on display at various locations around the Emory campus.

A bearded, curly-haired Lotoro spoke recently at the Inman Park home of Honora and Dahlan
Foah (Dahlan is the musical director of the concert), alternating between telling stories of
composers and playing their music on the Foahs' 9-foot Bosendorfer piano.

In a simple waltz by Karel called "Felicita," or "Happiness," Lotoro offered a gentle tumble
through light and dark. The piece was all the more heartbreaking for its buoyance.

As to why an artist would continue to write music in such horrible conditions -- suffering from
malnutrition, disease and torture -- Lotoro insisted, "Why wouldn’t an individual want to write? To
write is a fundamental need."

Concert preview

"Testaments of the Heart." 8 p.m. Tuesday. Emory University’s Schwartz Center for Performing
Arts, 1700 N. Decatur Road. Free and open to the public. Concert tickets (limit four) may be
obtained in person or by calling the Arts at Emory Box Office at 404-727-5050. Information:
www.mythicimagination.org .
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