songwriting workshops at memorial sites

pop up music & podcast studio

research into history of music usage at each concentration camp

young students create their own music, an act of self-determined remembrance culture

Sachsenhausen, Flossenblirg, Buchenwald, Neuengamme, Grofsschweidnitz, Bautzen + x international
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Perhaps more than language, music first and foremost 1s emotional
information. Melody, rhythm and rhyme come to us humans as natural as
breathing.

Normally the practice of music constitutes the most basic human form of
expressing empathy.

The astonishing paradox remains that music can also serve as a way to express
the opposite: a the lack of empathy. At it’s worst with the Nazi regime,
enforced singing becomes a weapon of degradation and torture, of attacking
and destroying the soul.

With Musik Macht Geschichte/Music Makes History we aim to turn this perverted
equation, utilized by the Nazis to such perfidious degree, back around on
1t’s head.

At the workshops we study the stories of how camp survivors held up in spirit
through the practice of their own music. We will never know, but we live in
the hope that singing and music might even have helped the doomed inmates
before they were murdered.



-Nikko Weidemann, singer/ musician/ songwriter-composer and teacher

—-formed Moka Efti Orchestra for tv series Babylon Berlin and composed
the theme song

—Performed a number of memorial concerts at the Sachsenhausen
memorial site over the years

-was tasked by Prof. Axel Drecoll in 2022 with developing a research
paper that identifies musical works which were used or, i1n some
cases, even composed at Sachsenhausen between 1936 and 1945

-1t was Axel Drecoll’s idea to reach out to young people to find new
ways of getting their attention, be it through the use of music,
through concerts or other forms of creative engagement &
participation



My name is Nikko Weidemann, by trade I am a singer/ musician/
songwriter-composer and university teacher. With me today 1is
my partner Tino Kahl, jazz musician & the inventor of Team
Blockbox.

In 2019 I was approached - via a mutual friend in the music
business - by Prof Axel Drecoll who was intent on finding new
ways to update and modernize the methods in which we remember.

Prof Drecoll found out about my work through the music we did
for the tv series Babylon Berlin which is set in the pre-Nazi
Berlin of the late 1920’s 1nto the early 1930’'s. This work

involved deep research into the history and function of music
in the early stages of last century s urban industrialization.

It was Axel Drecoll’s i1idea to reach out to young people and
find new ways of getting their attention, be i1t through the
use of music workshops, through concerts or other forms of
creative engagement & participation

In 2022 I was tasked with developing a research paper that
identifies musical works which were used, or, 1n some cases,
even composed at Sachsenhausen between 1936 and 1945.



PREAMBLE
REVIEW PILOT

-



Review Plot

In search of a workshop concept and possible partners, in 2024 we
were lucky to hook up with an innovative pop-up mobile music studio
named Blockbox.

Blockbox 1is a fully functional state-of-the-art audio and music work
station consisting of every tool one needs to instantly record and
produce music or any other audio operation such as podcasts. It fits
into 3 large flight cases which can be transported in any regular
midsize van and can be set up within 60 minutes ready to go anywhere
and anytime.

With Blockbox in the game, the educational dept. of Sachsenhausen
Memorial were able to secure a 250 k € grant from the Foundation
Jugend Erinnert / Youth Remembers. Thus we could embark on our pilot
project Musik Im Lager. Our journey towards the first Musik Macht
Geschichte/Music Makes History workshops began in 2025.

On the basis of my research paper on music usage at Sachsenhausen
camp, museum educator Moritz Kriger of the educational dept. of
Sachsenhausen Memorial was tasked with developing a historical
roadmap for workshop attendees.



So far we have held 9 workshops. Our clients vary from advanced and
specialized music high schools such as the elite Bach Gymnasium of
Berlin Mitte to an 1l1lth grade group of students from the industrial
town of Duisburg Marxloh, which has one of the higher unempolyment
rates 1n Germany.

While Bach Gymnasium hosts young soon-to-be (or by all means already)
virtuoso classical musicians, Gesamtschule Marxloh has a migrant
share of up to 70%, students have little or no classical/popular or
even basic musical education.

From the University of Cottbus we ve had a group of adult students,
some of them already working as music teachers, all of them skilled
instrumentalists and singers.

In each case, we arrived at a valid musical result, be 1t a song that
was written and produced by and with the students or a 5 minute
instrumental suite which encompasses vocal and choral performances.
Combined with our extensive experience 1in teaching songwriting
workshops, we were able to set up a 3 day curriculum, which typically
goes as follows:



About Blockbox
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@ Internationale Jugendbegegnungsstatte @ visitor center (former armory of the SS camp)
.~Haus Szczypiorski” / former Salon Villa Eicke



About Blockbox
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Three large
flight cases,
packed with
drums, guitars,
synths & more
— all wired and
ready to
record.
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workshop schedule
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Day 1l: Students are greeted by Moritz Kriger on site at Villa Eicke, the former home of
the commanding SS General of KZ Oranienburg, Hans Eicke. For many years now the villa has
been a youth hostel, re-named Haus Szczypiorski, after former Polish inmate and author
Andrzej Szczypiorski.

Moritz gives the group a first guided tour through the memorial site focussing on a
historical introduction. Students visit archives and get a glimpse into how enforced
music was utilized at the camp and under which conditions inmates managed to write and
perform their own music.

Day 2: students are being asked to reflect on the victim’s biographies either by
developing their own presentation or by recording a podcast.

Starting at noontime on day 2, the Blockbox pop up studio is being set up by the team
consisting of

a)the songwriting supervisor and

b)the super producer, who is a technically up to date skilled musician/recording
engineer.

After lunch the team introduces themselves and the Blockbox studio set up to the
students, then both parties listen to the student presentations, which reflect on the
life and work of victims who were musicians. As an alternative method, we may embark on
recording podcasts with the same focus.

This way students get themselves acquainted with the recording process. Instruments such
as the drums, guitars, keyboards, percussive sample generators, tools such as microphones
are readily available and students often get to hear themselves back through a
loudspeaker for the first time.

Other students may get a chance to share the musical abilities they already have
acquired. Inevitably the day ends with various forms of musical experimentation within
the Blockbox studio set up.



Day 3: we start with a pensive rebooting and a recalibrating of why we are here. The
students have had two days and nights to reflect on the grim reality of what it meant
to be incarcerated at random, without trial, they get an idea of how it must have
felt to be forced into hard labour while having to sing, to be starved and to
function under harsh inhumane living conditions and what a miracle in spite of all
this suffering it now appears to us that some of the inmates still managed to make
their own music.

Students get to voice their thoughts by writing what comes to mind, either onto paper
or we may collect key words or lines digitally by using so called mood boards.

While the group may still discuss certain terms that keep coming back, often times
there are students within the group who already have fully formulated statements,

lines and rhymes that we now encourage them to share and use as a base for a song

lyric.

With the musical experimentation of the day before still fresh in our minds, we now
embark on identifying musical and lyrical motifs.

In order to cater to different methods, the group may choose to split into wvarious
sections. Some may focus on the writing of lyrics, melodies and chord changes with
the songwriting supervisor, while other students - with the help of the super
producer - focus on building “beats” or other instrumental pieces which may function
as musical foundation for new tracks.

At the next stage we look to combine and condense these two legs of musical and
lyrical motif development into the form of song or instrumental suite, or a
combination thereof.

It may be hard to believe, but we have not had one disappointment yet with this
method. However, even 1f we failed at some stage, it would be a valuable experience.



So far every one of those 9 workshops we have had the privilege to conduct ended with
a musical result that surprised everyone in the room.

Yes, you may encounter problems in terms of group dynamics, artistic choices that have
to be made and may be challenged, but usually the process tends to unleash a level of
excitement that carries through. Group songwriting is bearing witness to the birth and
the channeling of an outburst of ideas and their execution into form.

names and sources to be credited:

For our research, especially the work of Professor Juliane Brauer proved an invaluable
tool. Brauer started out as a tour guide at Sachsenhausen Memorial and wound up
writing her doctor's thesis exclusively on the topic of the usage of music in KZ
Oranienburg, which at peak utilization (way over it's planned capacity) held up to
40.000 inmates from all corners of Europe.

Juliane Brauer describes 1in detail the evil forms in which music, esp. arbitrarily
enforced singing was used as a means of torture throughout the daily routine of camp
life.

On the upside, Brauer'’s book also proves that the SS never totally succeeded in its
perverted practice of abusing music by way of enforced singing in order to dominate,
torture and ultimately wipe out human identity.

Much to the contrary, Brauer shows how music composed and rehearsed in clandestine
inside the camp upheld it’s function as a primal source of survival, as a shelter for
the spirit and an acknowledgment of the human soul.

Throughout all the pervasive despair, the dread and darkness enforced by imprisonment,
inhumane living conditions and hard labour, the music that came out of Sachsenhausen
in clandestine provided rare moments of transcendence and enlightenment.
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SELF REASSURANCE THROUGH SELF DETERMINED COMPOSING
SINGING IN CLANDESTINE

MUSICAL
ENFORCED SINGING ENTERTAINMENT FOR | MUSIC AS TORTURE
THE SS




Here are a few examples:

Rosebery D Arguto

a Polish-Jewish composer and pioneer of modern classical choir music whose
groundbreaking work in 1920°s Berlin the Nazis managed to all but eradicate, D Arguto
was able to run a choir of up to 30 singers in captivity. The choir rehearsed and
performed in barracks 38/39 of Sachsenhausen camp. Survivor s reports confirm that
high ranking SS officers felt challenged and indeed all but helpless when confronted
with D"Arguto”s lack of fear of his torturers and his spiritual integrity in the face
of imminent death.

The Sing Sing Boys

were an 8 piece vocal Jazz ensemble made up of young Czech inmates under the
supervision of singer/arranger Jan Vala. Their wildly popular jazz inflected songs
showcased complex modern harmonies and swing rhythm. Ironically the Sing Sing Boys
even swayed SS guards into tapping along. As their songs were sung in the Czech
language, little did the Nazis understand that their lyrics made fun of Hitler,
Mussolini and Franco. To this day, these songs are part of the fabric of Czech
culture.

Aleksandr Kuliciewicz
a Polish political prisoner with a background in performing arts and music, he
managed to survive 5 years of hell in the captivity of Sachsenhausen camp.

Kuliciewicz to me is the most shining example of an individual surviving torture
through the power of popular song. Equipped with an amazing voice and a vivid sense
of imagination, he created enduring musical images of the suffering of his fellow
inmates and, too often, the execution they had to face up to.

Kuliciewicz became the poet of the arbitrariness of death. Until the 1970s he toured
around Europe as the While he might have taken a fair bit of artistic
licence, his method seems to be justified by the enduring and haunting quality of his
recorded work even decades later.



Rosebery D Arguto/
Berlin

a Polish-Jewish
composer and
pioneer of modern
classical choir
music

biographies of Sachsenhausen

The Sing Sing Boys
/Prague

8 plece vocal Jazz
ensemble of young
Czech i1nmates led
by Jan Vala

Aleksandr
Kuliciewicz/Krakow

a Polish political
prisoner with a
background 1in
performing arts
and music

Jan Vala/Ostrava

0Odd Nansen/
Christiania

Karol Stancl/Pragque

Wolfgang Szepansky/
Berlin

Eberhard Schmitz/
Slawentzitz

Marius Flothuis/
Amsterdam

etc.


https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/S%C5%82awi%C4%99cice

How did we approach the workshops and built the team?

Under Prof Drecoll’s direction were able to put together a team consisting of museum
educators Astrid Homann and Moritz Kriger at the educational department of
Sachsenhausen Memorial.

We were extremely lucky to find Tino Kahl, who invented the innovative pop-up mobile
music studio named Blockbox. He was able to pull together a team of well known Berlin
artists/producers to give their creative input.

Tino has been employed at the Berlin Marzahn-Hellersdorf public music school , Hans-
Werner-Henze-Musikschule” as an educator for years.

Blockbox instantly became a simple and highly effective tool to involve young
students into a music making. Despite the fact that the music departments of that
district's schools are chronically understaffed and poorly equipped, Blockbox
provides students with a great and unique curriculum.

We strongly feel the workshop is an interactive form of engagement. The Blockbox
experience proves to be the key asset to our undertaking.

Combined with new interactive research methods into the history of any given memorial
site, we feel that the integration of MusikMachtGeschichte workshops with the
Blockbox method could open the door to engage a whole new generation into active
remembering, a method to re-start remembrance culture among the youth across Germany
and Europe.



Results

Hoffnungssuite Bach-Gymnasium/ Berlin:

https://www.youtube.com/embed/tXYOpK3tR3c

——
N

P
iy %
K
MusikMachtGeschichte Workshop

mit Schuler*innen der Klasse 10 des Musikgymnasium C.Ph.E.Bach/ Berlin
Gedenkstadte Sachsenhausen

yHoffnung ist fiir alle da” Kollwitz-Gymnasium/ Rostock

https://blockbox.info/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Hoffnung-ist-fuer-alle-da.mp3

,Spring libern Zaun” Ev. Gymnasium Hermannswerder/ Potsdam

https://blockbox.info/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Spring uebern zaun.mp3

+,Mein Song ist fiir uns” Gesamtschule Bockmiihle/ Essen

https://blockbox.info/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/MEIN-SONG-IST-FUeR-UNS M1l V1.mp3

full song archive: www.https://blockbox.info/musikmachtgeschichte-2/
PW: MGG2025#



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tXYOpK3tR3c
https://blockbox.info/musikmachtgeschichte-2/
https://blockbox.info/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Hoffnung-ist-fuer-alle-da.mp3
https://blockbox.info/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Spring_uebern_zaun.mp3
https://blockbox.info/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/MEIN-SONG-IST-FUeR-UNS_M1_V1.mp3
https://www.youtube.com/embed/tXYOpK3tR3c
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NEW FUNDING APPLICATION

MUSIK MAGHT GESGHIGHTE

WORKSHOPS AT NATIONAL AND
INTERNATIONAL MEMORIAL SITES

=

Weilse Busse
Neuengamme

Sachsenhausen
. . Westerbork
= |mplementation of MMG method S

and team in cooperation with in

. Bautzen/Groldschweidnitz
house education dept.

Buchenwald

= transferability to other victim

groups given - not exclusively
musicians

Flossenbruck

= emotional access via popular
music production methods

memorial sites Team MMG




NEW FUNDING APPLICATION

MUSIK MAGHT GESGHIGHTE
J PLUS X PLAGES

= 4 workshops per memorial site

= |ocal music producers possible

= after 4 months each location
will host a tandem concert with
participants joined by a well
known artist

TOTAL 72 WORKSHOP DAYS = 300 STUDENTS

Weilse Busse

Neuengamme

Sachsenhausen
Westerbork

=

Bautzen/Grolkschweidnitz

Buchenwald

Flossenbruck

memorial sites Team MMG



NEW FUNDING APPLICATION

MUSIK MAGHT GESGHIGHTE

TASKS FOR MEMORIAL SITES

enrolling participants & communication

preparatory research & selection of
victim’s biographies and materials

implementation of biography and history
workshop

public relations, campaigning
documentation

organization of travel & accommodation
for participants

project administration

Weilse Busse

=

Neuengamme

Sachsenhausen
Westerbork

Bautzen/Grolkschweidnitz

Buchenwald

Flossenbruck

memorial sites Team MMG



- X Federal Cultural Foundation - General Project Funding (Kulturstiftung des Bundes -
allg.Projektforderung)

- Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and Media (BKM)-Initiative Musik (Polyton)

- Federal Agency for Civic Education
(BpB Model FundingBundeszentrale fiir politische Bildung/BpB Modellférderung)

- Sociocultural Fund - General Project Funding (Fonds Soziokultur allg. Projektforderung)

- Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth - Living Democracy!
(Bundesministerium flir Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend - Demokratie leben!)
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION!



