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Four Public Performances: Nov. 7-9, CAPA Theater
Two School Matinees: Nov. 6
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Theresienstadt: The Model Ghetto

Hans Krása: Composer

Hans Krása was born in Prague on 30 November, 
1899, to a Czech Father and a German-Jewish Mother. 
Krása’s Father was a lawyer, but Krása devoted his 
own life to music. He studied violin and piano as 
a child, and furthered his education at the German 
Music Academy in Prague. After graduating from the 
Academy, Krása found work at the Neuen Deutschen 
Theater as a répétiteur, where he was responsible for 
coaching singers at the Theater as well as playing the 
piano music for rehearsals. Krása left Prague to study 
and perform in Berlin and France, but eventually 
returned to the Neuen Deutschen Theater.

Krása’s debut as a composer came with his Four Or-
chestral Songs op. 1, influenced by the Galgenlieder (Gal-
lows Songs) of Christian Morgenstern. Krása followed 
this debut with a string quarter, compositions for 
voice and piano, and Symphonie für kleines Orchester, 
the latter performed in Zurich, Paris and Boston. 

Krása’s major artistic achievement was the opera 
Verlobung im Traum (Betrothal in a Dream), based on 
Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s novel Uncle’s Dream. This work, 
first performed at the Neues Deutscher in 1933, was 
awarded the Czechoslovak State Prize.

Brundibár was the last work Krása completed be-
fore his arrest by the Nazis on 10 August, 1942. The 
composer was sent to the Theresienstadt (also called 
Terezín) ghetto, where the Nazis housed many of the 
educated Jews and cultural elite of Czechoslovakia, 
Germany, and Austria.

During his internment, Krása adapted Brundibár for 
performance by the children of Terezín. The opera 
was performed 55 times in the camp, and featured in 
the 1944 proproganda film shown to the Red Cross as 
part of the Third Reich’s PR campaign.

Krása was artistically prolific while at Terezín. In ad-
dition to guiding many of the cultural activities within 
the camp, he produced a number of chamber works, 
operas, and other arrangements. Some of these were 
lost to the destruction of the war, but portions of his 
work survived and have become a part of the archives 
of the Terezín Chamber Music Foundation.

Krása’s work dealt largely with resistance and resil-
ience, and the Nazis decided he was a threat to order. 
Officially, the Nazis ruled Krása was too old to work, 
and he was sent to the gas chambers at Auschwitz in 
October 1944. He was not yet 45 years old.

The Theresienstadt concentration camp was estab-
lished in the city of Terezín, located in what is now 
the Czech Republic.

Austrian Emperor Joseph II conceived of Theresien-
stadt as part of a fort system in the late 19th century, 
but the monarchy abandoned the plan before comple-
tion. Obsolete as a fortress, the facility was used 
mainly to house military and political prisoners.

On 10 June, 1940, the Gestapo, Nazi Germany’s secret 
police, took control of Terezín and established a 
prison in what was known as the Small Fortress (kleine 
Festung). The Main Fortress (the town of Theresien-
stadt) was renovated into a walled ghetto. Before the 
war, Terezín was occupied by 7,000 Czechs; the Nazis 
forced 50,000 Jews into the fortress. 

The Nazis used Theresienstadt as a propoganda tool, 
calling it a model Jewish settlement and highlighting 
the camp’s numerous cultural activities. In addition to 
four concert orchestras, several chamber groups and 
jazz ensembles operated in the camp. Plays and art-
work were also produced by the inmates of the camp, 
which included artists, musicians, writers, scientists, 
diplomats, and scholars.

The Czech-language literary magazine Vedem (“We 
Lead”), was produced in the camp from 1942-1944. 
eight-hundred pages of the magazine survived World 
War II.

Although Terezín was used a waystation for Jews en 
route to Auschwitz, the Nazis invited the Red Cross 
to dispel rumours about extermination camps. The 
Nazis appointed an inmate to act as mayor, and 
erected a number of fake shops and cafés to give the 
illusion of comfort and domesticity. To reduce over-
crowding, many of the Jewish inhabitants were trans-
ported to Auschwitz. The Red Cross representatives 
were permitted to visit specific inmates only, Danes 
who were housed no more than three to immaculately 
kept and freshly adorned rooms. 

While guests of the Third Reich, the Red Cross were 
treated to a performance of the children’s opera 
Brundibár.

Terezín was liberated by the Allies in 1945. The Jewish 
Museum in Prague administers the Terezín Archives 
Collection, which safeguards music, drawings, plays, 
photographs, and other items that document the 
144,000 lives that passed through Terezín.
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Brundibár : Production History

Hans Krása, in collaboration with Adolf Hoffmeister, 
wrote Brundibár for a government competition in 1938.  
The competition was cancelled due to political turmoil, 
but rehearsals for the opera began in Prague in 1941 
at an orphanage for Jewish children. By the time of 
the first performance in winter 1942, Krása had been 
arrested and sent to Theresienstadt. In 1943, nearly all 
of the children at the Prague orphanage would follow 
him to the concentration camp. Hoffmeister, who 
wrote the opera’s libretto, managed to escape Prague 
before the Nazis could arrest him.

In the camp, Krása reconstructed the opera, based on 
memory and a partial piano score he rescued before 
his deportation. He adapted the opera to the resources 
in the camp, and the original scenic designer, 

Frantisek Zelenka, reprised his role. On 23 September 
1943, Brundibár premiered in Theresienstadt. Zelenka 
directed the production, with choreography by Camil-
la Rosenbaum. Over the course of the year, Brundibár  
was performed 55 times.

Brundibár was filmed for a Nazi propaganda film 
later that same year. Footage from the film was used 
in the documentary Voices of the Children, directed by 
Terezín survivor Zuzana Justman, who sang in the 
original chorus. Ela Weissberger, another survivor 
who played the part of the cat, appears in the docu-
mentary. The film won an Emmy in 1999. 

Brundibár was performed with rotating casts of 
inmates at Terezín. Most of the participants in the 
productions were sent to their deaths at Auschwitz.

Brundibár contains plot elements similar to popular Ger-
manic fairy tales, such as Hansel and Gretel. Aninku and 
Pepíček (in English: Annette and Little Joe) are two young 
siblings being reared by their widowed Mother. Their 
Mother falls ill, and the Doctor tells the children she must 
have milk if she is to recover. The family is poor, and there 
is no money for milk. The siblings decide to sing in the 
market square to earn the money, but are chased away and 
terrified by the evil organ grinder Brundibár. The children 
find counsel and support in a fearless sparrow, a keen cat, 
and a wise dog. Together with their animal friends, the 
siblings and the children of the town chase Brundibár out 
of the square. The children sing and earn the money for the 
life-saving milk.

Themes of good triumphing over evil are embodied by the 
children and the tyrannical Brundibár. In addition, there 
were phrases in the Czech-language play that were obvious 
to the inhabitants of Terezín, but virtually unintelligible to 
their Nazi captors, to whom Czech was a foreign tongue. 
Hoffmeister wrote the libretto before Hitler’s invasion, but 
lines in the play were changed at Terezín to emphasize the 
opera’s themes about resistance and triumph over Nazi op-
pression. For instance, the original opera contained the line: 

“He who loves so much his mother and father and his native 
land is our friend and he can play with us.” In the version 
performed at Terezín, the line read: ‘He who loves justice 
and will abide by it, and who is not afraid, is our friend and 
can play with us.’

It is important to note that Brundibár does not disregard the 
persistance of evil. At his moment of defeat, Brundibár de-
clares: “Bullies never give up completely. One departs, the 
next appears…” His vanquishors counter: “Tyrants come 
along, but just you wait and see! They topple one-two-
three!” The moral of Krása’s opera is quite clear: history 
repeats itself, and there will always be tyrants, but they can 
be defeated by those who are not afraid.

Brundibár : The Story

Tony Kushner, author of Pulitzer Prize winning play 
Angels in America, and children’s author Maurice 
Sendak, author of Where the Wild Things Are, adapted 
the opera into a children’s book in 2003. The book was 
named one of the New York Times Book Review’s 10 
Best Illustrated Books of that year.

The Chicago Opera Theater performed Brundibár in 
2003, using Kushner’s written work. Sendak directed 
the production, and designed the sets using his beau-
tiful and signature illustration style.

In 2005, the opera was formed in full, using a libretto 
by Tony Kushner adapted from Adolf Hoffmeister’s 
original. The opera premiered at the Berkeley Reper-
tory Theatre. 

Brundibár : An American Production
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CAPA Theater
111 Ninth Street Pittsburgh, PA 

School Matinees:

Thursday, November 6: 
10 am & 11 am

A Teacher’s Guide for 
Brundibár is available. 

To reserve space for your 
classroom or school, contact:

Victoria Sieffert
412.621.1499

vsieffert@
operatheaterpittsburgh.org
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Opera Theater of Pittsburgh’s production 
of Brundibár is a community event of the 
Light/The Holocaust & Humanity Project.

A collaboration with Pittsburgh CAPA 6-12, 
a Creative and Performing Arts Magnet.

Brundibár features the Pittsburgh Youth 
Symphony Orchestra.

Scenery and Costumes courtesy of the Chicago 
Opera Theater.

Directed by Jonathan Eaton.
Music Direction by Stephen Neely.

Public Performances:
Friday, November 6: 7:30 pm

Saturday, November 7: 
6 pm & 7:30 pm

Sunday, November 8: 2:30 pm

Single Ticket Prices
Adults: $25

Youth (18 and under): $15
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For more information 
about matinees or public 
performances, contact:

Mary Ann Lapinski
412.621.1499
mlapinski@

operatheaterpittsburgh.org

Brundibár : A Collaboration

Light/The Holocaust & Humanity Project is a 
collabortive effort between the Holocaust Center 
of the United Jewish Federation and Pittsburgh 
Ballet Theater.

“Light” is a partnership with a broad spectrum of 
Pittsburgh organizations working together to create 
educational programming about the Holocaust.

For a detailed calendar of Light/The Holocause & 
Humanity Project community events, please visit: 

http://www.pbt.org/assets/Community/Light%20Calendar.pdf.

www.operatheaterpittsburgh.org


