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Requiem aeternam dona eis Domine — Verdi's Requiem
Mass in Ghetto Terezin:

an enigma of survival
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Between September 1943 and June 1944, Giuseppe Verdi's Requiem Mass was performed 16
times in Ghetto Terezin. This masterpiece, which deals with the threat of death and man's plea
for redemption, was performed by and in front of inmates, mainly Jews confined in the Ghetto.
The concerts took place as part of cultural activities in the Ghetto, used by the Nazis for prop-
aganda purposes. During a six-month period, 150 prisoners met after grueling workdays for
rehearsals conducted by Rafael Schéchter, the initiator of the production. The last concert was
performed in front of a Red Cross delegation and senior Nazi officers, headed by Adolf Eich-
mann. After the concert, most of the performers, including Schéachter himself, were sent to
Auschwitz and murdered there.

Interviews conducted with survivors of the Terezin Ghetto and collected historical evidence
indicate that participating in the concerts and listening to them established a significant and
formative experience for them during their imprisonment and later in their lives. Observing the
characteristics of the piece, written by Verdi as a Christian Mass with secular-humanistic val-
ues in the historical-political context of the Italian war of liberation (Risorgimento), we will
demonstrate the unique meanings of its performances in that particular historical moment dur-
ing the Holocaust. We will suggest that this project was an act of defiance which included
therapeutic vocal-musical features that established a transformative and transcendental experi-
ence in the performers and the listeners, which gave them the opportunity to make their voices

heard. That unique experience generated a sense of community, unity and cohesion, by creating
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an organizing container, which gave a sense of meaning and significance and enforced resili-

ence in the midst of the inferno itself.
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