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This lec ture and its published ver sion in the form of this arti
cle are adapted from a small part of a book I am writ ing, called 
Music and the Ger mans: A History. The book fits together the 
pieces of Ger man life that over four cen tu ries pro duced not 
only musi cians of genius, Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms, et 
cet era, but also count less num bers of pro fes sional and ama
teur musi cians, musi cal orga ni za tions, ensem bles, con ser va
to ries, build ings, stat ues, and not least, from the sev en teenth 
cen tury on, more music jour nals and other forms of writ ing 
about music than any other place in the world. This arti cle 
will exam ine what hap pened to this vibrant musi cal life, an 
inte gral part of Euro pean musi cal cul ture, in the war that 
broke out in August of 1914.

Two months after its out break, on Octo ber 4, 1914, ninety 
three Ger man schol ars, writ ers, and art ists signed a man i festo 
“To the Cultural World!” Their pur pose was to refute “lies and 
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cal um nies.” They described them selves as “her alds of truth.” 
The man i festo consisted of a series of ref u ta tions and accu sa
tions:  Germany had not caused the war or wanted it ; not tres
passed in neu tral Belgium; not taken “the life and prop erty of 
a sin gle Bel gian cit i zen” with out “the bitterest defense hav ing 
made it nec es sary,” not “treated Louvain bru tally”; and so on. 
It asked the world to “Have faith in us! Believe, that we shall 
carry on this war to the end as a civ i lized nation, to whom the 
leg acy of a Goethe, a Beethoven, and a Kant, is just as sacred 
as its own hearths and homes.”1

Mobilization had begun in early August of 1914. In the first 
weeks of con flict, the ruth less ness of the Ger man troops in 
Belgium had become noto ri ous in Great Britain, France, and 
to some extent around the world—there were reports of sum
mary exe cu tions of civil ians, depor ta tion, forced labor, and 
the destruc tion of vil lages and towns. Far from protecting 
cul ture and sci ence, the Ger man army burned down the Uni
versity of Louvain with its library dat ing from 1636, destroy
ing the work of cen tu ries. Most of this was hid den from the 
 Ger man pub lic and, even when encoun tered in for eign news, 
was interpreted as antiGer man pro pa ganda. Otherwise, it is 
dif fi cult to under stand how the ninetythree Ger man intel lec
tu als who signed the man i festo could have thought the behav
ior of their army accept able.2 Its sig na to ries included Nobel 
Prize win ners and dis tin guished schol ars and art ists in all  the 
schol arly dis ci plines and arts, includ ing three musi cians — 
Engelbert Humperdinck, the com poser of operas, Sieg fried 
Wagner, the artis tic direc tor of the Bayreuth Festival (and 
Richard Wagner’s son), and Felix Weingartner, an Austrian 
con duc tor, com poser, and writer, who had become Mahler’s 
suc ces sor at the Vienna Opera and Philharmonic. The man
i festo dem on strated that musi cians, like other Ger mans, did 
not stay aloof from the events. It set a pre ce dent for much that 
would hap pen in musi cal life for the next thirty or so years.

Throughout the war, musi cians in prominent posi tions — con
duc tors, com pos ers, per form ers — made them selves avail  able 

1 “Manifesto of the 
Ninety-Three Ger man 
Intellectuals,” https:  /  / 
wwi  .lib  .byu  .edu  /index 
 .php  /Manifesto_of_
the_Ninety  -Three_
German_Intellectuals 
(accessed Decem ber 
11, 2021). The full text 
in Ger man and English 
is avail  able at https:  /  / 
germanhistorydocs  .ghi 
 -dc  .org  /sub_ document 
 .cfm  ?document_
id=938. The  man i festo 
was published in 
France in Le Temps 
and in London in The 
Times: Glenn Watkins, 
Proof Through the 
Night: Music and the 
Great War (Berkeley, 
2003), 25.

2 They seemed to have 
believed the cen sored 
press accounts about 
Bel gian franc-tireurs 
fir ing on Ger man 
 sol diers. Kaiser 
 Wilhelm II went so far 
as to send a tele graph 
to President  Woodrow 
Wilson, claiming that 
his sol diers were only 
defending  them selves 
in the face of  Bel gian 
resis tance. See John 
Horne and Alan 
Kramer, Ger man 
Atrocities 1914: A 
History of Denial (New 
Haven and London, 
2001).
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for pro pa ganda pur poses, pro duc ing state ments that could be 
published and sold in small form. They would allow a quo
ta tion, a scrap of music, or a sig na ture to be reproduced on 
post cards, all  part of the trade in musi cian ephem era (busts, 
pho to graphs, quo ta tion books) that had pro lif er ated in the 
nineteenth cen tury. Arthur Nikisch, the most admired con
duc tor in his time, cop ied out the first four notes of Beetho
ven’s 5th sym phony, along with his sig na ture and Beethoven’s 
descrip tion, apoc ry phal or not—“This is fate knocking at the 
door.”3 Wilhelm Kienzl, an Austrian con duc tor and com poser, 
published a mar tial song called “Das Lied vom Weltkrieg” with 
the rous ing words “Hark from afar the horn of Roland, rous ing 
Ger mans to fight,” and so it went. People bought such ephem
era to sup port the war effort. Even Arnold Schoenberg, not by 
any means a Hooray patriot, com pared Germany’s assault on 
France in August 1914 to his own assault on dec a dent bour
geois artis tic val ues, espe cially those of Debussy, Ravel, and 
Stravinsky: “Now comes the reck on ing . . .  Now we will throw 
these medi o cre kitschmongers into slav ery and teach them to 
ven er ate the Ger man spirit and to wor ship the Ger man God.” 
Later he called it an “act of war psy cho sis.”4

As we  know, the First World War took a fero cious toll on all  the 
com bat ant nations; includ ing civil ians, the total num ber of 
casu al ties was more than 40 mil lion.5 Considering this toll, to 
focus on musi cal life in the com bat ant nations, in par tic u lar 
Germany and Austria, seems almost inde cent. Yet music and 
musi cians too were part of the expe ri ence of war. At the most 
basic level, the Euro pean musi cal world that had flourished for 
cen tu ries col lapsed. Musicians ceased to tour across national 
bor ders or left their employ ment in places now enemy ter ri
tory; joint musi cal enter prises ceased to operate. The Ger man 
music pub lisher Breitkopf & Härtel suspended its pub li ca tion 
of the Journal of the International Music Society, explaining 
that “‘world cul ture’ had to give way to ‘world war’,” then add
ing mis lead ingly that this devel op ment had been “against the 
longheld desire for peace among the Ger man peo ple.”6 The 

3 “So pocht das 
Schicksal an unsere 
Pforte!“

4 Quoted in Alex 
Ross, The Rest is 
Noise:  Listening to 
the  Twentieth Century 
(New York, 2007), 60.

5 “World War I 
Casualties,” Reperes: 
Partenariat Éducatif 
Grundtvig 2009-2011: 
https://www.census.
gov/his tory/pdf/
reperes112018.pdf 
(accessed Decem ber 
16, 2021).

https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/reperes112018.pdf
https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/reperes112018.pdf
https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/reperes112018.pdf
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International Music Society itself col lapsed: a sym bol of the 
fail ure of nineteenthcen tury inter na tion al ism.

In con trast, the musi cal life of the war ring nations did not 
cease: it car ried on, expressing every emo tion the war pro
duced: “Hatred, hard ship, patri ot ism, pain, mourn ing — all  
were pres ent in a cer tain aes thetic dis or der,” writes Annette 
Becker.7 There was music in the towns and cit ies, music on 
the front lines and rear lines of war. Many of the sol diers who 
fought in the war on both sides had learned music in school or 
par tic i pated in sing ing clubs. Some were pro fes sional musi
cians, usu ally just begin ning their careers when they were 
called up for mil i tary ser vice. Professional musi cians were 
killed and wounded in the war, includ ing sev eral with grow
ing rep u ta tions. Rudi Stephan, born in 1887, was regarded as 
one of the most prom is ing com pos ers of his gen er a tion at the 
time the war broke out. He was killed by a Rus sian sniper on 
the east ern front in Sep tem ber of 1915. The more famous case 
is of Paul Wittgenstein, train ing for a career as a pia nist when 
he was called up. He took a bul let to his right elbow on the 
east ern front, was cap tured, and sent to a Siberian pris oner
ofwar camp, where his arm was ampu tated. After the war he 
com mis sioned lefthand com po si tions from the com pos ers of 
the time, many of whom were Ger man and Austrian, but also 
Prokofiev, Ravel, and Ben ja min Britten. The Austrian vio lin ist 
Fritz Kreisler, then thirtynine, was called up to the  Austrian 
army at the begin ning of the war, served about a month in 
the trenches on the east ern front, suf fered seri ous leg and 
head wounds from a mounted Cossack attack on his line reg
i ment, and was invalided out of the army. Arnold Schoenberg 
(also Austrian) was called up twice: in 1915 at age 42, then 
discharged on grounds of poor health. In Sep tem ber 1917, he 
was called up again for a month, with only light duties, and 
soon released from ser vice for a sec ond time. Back in civil ian 
life, he liked to tell friends about the offi cer in charge of his 
unit who asked him if he was “this noto ri ous Schoenberg.” To 

7 Annette Becker, 
“Arts,” The Cambridge 
History of the First 
World War, ed. Jay 
Winter (Cambridge, 
2014), 504.

6 “An die Deutschen 
Mitglieder der 
 Internationalen 
Musikgesellschaft,” 
Zeitschrift der 
 Internationalen 
Musikgesellschaft, 15 
(1914), Addendum.



25Celia Applegate | Ger mans and Their Music in the Time of War

which he replied: “Beg to report, sir, yes. Nobody wanted to 
be, some one had to be, so I let it be me.”8

These were excep tional cases because they were all  known 
in the musi cal world; most musi ciansol diers were not. Still, 
books devoted to the First World War mostly seem to agree 
about the irrel e vance of music in war time and rarely even 
men tion the pres ence of mil i tary bands or music of any kind 
on the front. Musicologists end their books in July 1914 or 
begin them in 1918.9 The war can some times seem a zone 
with out music, with musi cians behind the lines com pos ing 
works to be pre miered and published later. But much that 
had been part of the fab ric of pri vate and pub lic, ama teur 
and pro fes sional musi cal life all  over Europe—cho ral soci e
ties, brass bands, music halls, orches tras, music les sons, and 
so on—did not dis ap pear from Europe when the war began. 
The only “musi cal instru ments” that suf fered were the church 
bells which, as the war dragged on, were hauled off for their 
met als, melted down, and became can nons. A min is ter in the 
small town of Kusel in the Palatinate told his con gre ga tion in 
July 1917, after the bells had been taken away, that “They will 
speak a dif fer ent lan guage in the future. It goes against all  our 
feel ings that they, who like no other preach peace and should 
heal wounded hearts, should tear apart bod ies in grue some 
mur ders and open wounds that will never heal.”10

War presented new sounds, new ways of lis ten ing to silence 
and to noises, and new appre ci a tion for music beyond strictly 
mil i tary needs. Europe pre pared for war and went to war sing
ing national anthems and mar tial songs, lodged in the col
lec tive mem ory of wars that had come before. “War time has 
become song time,” wrote Ernst Moraht, the edi tor of a war
time col lec tion of patri otic songs, one of many pro duced in 
the war.11 Roger Chickering, in his mag num opus on the First 
World War in Freiburg, a city close to the French bor der, writes 
that the month of July was filled with expec ta tion of some
thing momen tous. There were crowds and vig or ous sing ing 

9 There are, of course, 
excep tions. See Rachel 
Moore, Performing 
Propaganda: Musi-
cal Life and Culture 
in Paris During the 
First World War 
(Woodbridge, 2018), 
1. Glenn  Watkins’s 
Proof through the 
Night  cov ers the 
Allied nations well 
but focuses mostly on 
con cert rep er toire, 
clas si cal music, and its 
com pos ers. A  bet ter 
model for cul tural 
his to ri ans is Regina 
Sweeney’s Singing Our 
Way to Victory: French 
Cultural Politics and 
Music dur ing the Great 
War (Middletown, CT, 
2001).

10 “Vaterländischer 
Abend,” Kuseler 
Zeitung, https:  /  /www 
 .rheinpfalz  .de  / 
startseite_artikel,- 
vaterl%C3%A4n-
dische-abende-und- 
appelle-weniger-zu-
essen-_arid,284821.
html, (accessed 
 Jan u ary 6, 2021).

11 Moraht quoted by 
Zoë Lang, “Creating a 
War Repertoire: Musik 
für Alle and Domestic 
Music dur ing the First 
World War,” Journal of 
Musicological Research 
33 (2014): 208.

8 Arnold Schoen-
berg, Style and Idea: 
Selected Writings, ed. 
Leonard Stein, trans. 
Leo Black (London, 
1975), 104.
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in the city square; “sing ing stu dents roamed the streets” in 
antic i pa tion of what was to come.12 In Leipzig, Ethel Cooper, 
an Aus tra lian piano stu dent at the Conservatory, described 
sit ting at a café on July 31, “think ing we would hear some 
music,” but “all  we did was to have to stand up five times 
for the Wacht am Rhein.”13 The Ger mans gath er ing in front 
of the Royal Palace in Berlin to hear Kaiser Wilhelm declare 
war sang Luther’s Reformation anthem Ein feste Burg ist unser 
Gott. Soldiers sang the same hymn while boarding trains to 
the front, or (some times) pre par ing to go over the top of the 
trenches, or engag ing in sing ing wars across noman’sland.14 
At the news of the Ger man vic tory at Tannenberg in August 
1914, Berliners gath ered on Potsdamer Platz to sing hymns. 
After the fight ing began, the news pa pers began to write sto
ries, maybe confected, of sol diers sing ing when they attacked 
the enemy, draw ing par al lels to the wars of the Reformation. 
The most spu ri ous account of sol dierly cour age expressed by 
sing ing was ped dled by the Supreme Army Command itself, in 
an infa mous offi cial communiqué on Novem ber 11, 1914. To 
dis guise the disas trous results of a Ger man attack on Brit ish 
forces in Belgium, the high com mand announced that “West
wards Langemarck young reg i ments rushed for ward under 
the song ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über alles’, advanc ing 
against the first line of the enemy and tak ing it.” The report 
was reprinted ver ba tim by the Ger man press and became an 
uncontestable piece of evi dence for Ger man claims of “cul
tural supe ri or ity” through out the war.15

Music, as it always had done, accom pa nied and height ened 
the expe ri ences of life, in peace time and in war. It expressed 
patri ot ism, righ teous ness, exul ta tion, mourn ing, and hatred, 
and reminded peo ple of a time before the war and the 
hope for it all  to be over. In all  the aters of war — Germany, 
AustriaHungary, France, Russia, the Balkans, Africa, the Far 
East — the most con spic u ous musi cians were the ones playing 
in mil i tary bands. Every coun try in Europe had an abun dance 
of these sol diermusi cians and had done so for cen tu ries. 

12 Roger Chickering, 
The Great War and 
Urban Life in Germany: 
Freiburg, 1914-1918 
(Cambridge, 2007), 
62.

13 Ethel Cooper, 
Behind the Lines: One 
Woman’s War, 1914-
18, ed. Decie Denholm 
(London, 1982), 22.

14 Michael Fischer, 
Religion, Nation, Krieg: 
Der  Lutherchoral 
‘Ein feste Burg ist 
unser Gott’ zwischen 
Befreiungskriegen 
und Erstem Weltkrieg 
(Münster, 2014), 85-
178.

15 Karen Painter, 
“Singing at Lange-
marck in the Ger man 
Political Imaginary, 
1914-1932,” Central 
Euro pean History 53 
(2020): 763-784. See 
also Lukas Grawe, 
“Langemarck Myth,” 
1914-1918-online. 
International 
 Encyclopedia of the 
First World War, ed. 
Ute Dan iel, Peter 
Gatrell, Oli ver Janz, 
Heather Jones, 
Jennifer Keene, Alan 
Kramer, and Bill 
 Nasson (Berlin, 2019).  
DOI: 10.15463/ie1418. 
11333 (accessed 
 Jan u ary 2, 2022).
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Prussia mod ern ized its bands in the nineteenth cen tury and 
added to the rep er toire tran scrip tions of clas si cal music. By 
1900, it had a mil i tary musi cal estab lish ment of about 560 
bands, which employed 17,000 or so musi cians. Accompa
nied by these bands, mid dleclass crowds assem bled in city 
cen ters through out July to cheer and bel low nation al ist songs 
in antic i pa tion of the war to come. Soldiers boarded trains at 
rail road sta tions, with peo ple cheering and the bands playing.

The extent of the enthu si asm for war, the socalled “spirit of 
1914,” can eas ily be overstated.16 Most did not par tic i pate in 
the aggres sive fes tiv i ties of going to war or thrill to the parades 
of stu dents and sol diers. Nevertheless, the “sen ti men tal mil i
ta rism” of mil i tary bands had been wide spread before the war 
(and I might add in many countries, from the U.S. to Japan). 
Military bands sweet ened the depar ture of troops, ginned up 
the crowds, and made for good press. Many musi cians who 
were civil ians before the war, when drafted, were  able to keep 
their pro fes sion sim ply by put ting on the uni form of an army 
musi cian.17 The most obvi ous dif fer ence was that a mil i tary 
band in peace time, whether marching in a parade or playing 
in a band stand, was surrounded by peace ful activ i ties and 
almost cer tainly the loudest sound in the vicin ity. In war time, 
it was not, espe cially in head quar ters near the front. Musi
cians in sol dier uni forms were more like war prof i teers than 
reg u lar sol diers, as Rempe has pointed out.18

Military bands and orches tras typ i cally stayed in towns and 
camps behind the lines. They pro vided enter tain ment for the 
troops in their reg u lar rota tion back and forth from the front. 
There was, for instance, a 35man music corps sta tioned in 
Bruges in Sep tem ber 1914. Their duties included cer e mo nies, 
con certs for sol diers, music between acts in plays at the the
aters, and vis its to the wounded in hos pi tals. It could seem 
almost as if ordi nary musi cal life still existed. There were also 
upandcom ing con duc tors (Wilhelm Furtwängler, among 
them) and wellknown solo ists who were recruited to per form 

16 See Jeffrey Verhey, 
The Spirit of 1914: 
Militarism, Myth, 
and Mobilization in 
Germany (Cambridge, 
2000).

17 Martin Rempe, 
Kunst, Spiel, Arbeit: 
Musikleben in 
 Deutschland, 1850-
1960 (Göttingen, 
2020), 151.

18 Rempe, 151.
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at con certs a con sid er able dis tance behind the lines. The con
certs were for sol diers rotat ing from the front for a few days of 
repose, and they could be quite ambi tious, and always ended 
with a Beethoven sym phony, usu ally the 5th.

The mil i tary bands sta tioned closer to the front had a less 
com fort able job, expe ri enc ing some of the same dep ri va
tions (food, sleep) as the reg u lar sol diers, and often served as 
stretcher car ri ers.19 Still sub ject to mil i tary dis ci pline, some 
men had a hard time adjusting, but the real ity they expe ri
enced was far eas ier than that of sol diers in the frontline 
trenches: when the shelling was most intense and no per
for mances were pos si ble, the musi cians sim ply resumed 
prac tic ing—or com pos ing. This was roughly the case of Paul 
Hindemith, twentytwo years old and already the con cert
mas ter of the Frankfurt Opera Orchestra. He was conscripted 
into the army in 1918 and sent to the front lines in Alsace, 
where he joined a mil i tary band that was sta tioned less than 
a mile behind the lines. They played dance and march tunes 
for sol diers rotated back from the trenches for a few days of 
relief from fight ing. After he arrived, the com mand ing offi cer, 
a musiclov ing count named von Kielmannsegg, whose favor
ite com poser was the French man Claude Debussy, founded 

19 Ibid., 151-3.

Figure 1. Regimental 
Band and sol diers in 
France behind the 
lines, 1916. Photo: 
Oscar Tellgman.  
© Bundesarchiv Bild 
136-0744.
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a string quar tet of sol diermusi cians with Hindemith their 
leader.

Transferred to Flanders, Hindemith saw fight ing for the first 
time and wrote in his jour nal, “A hor ri ble sight. Blood, bod ies 
full of holes, brain, a tornoff horse’s head, splin tered bones. 
Dreadful! How mean and indif fer ent one becomes. . . .  One 
sits in quar ters, writ ing, chat ting, . . .  not think ing about how 
soon the bell could also toll for us.”20

For the sol diers on the front lines who were not pro fes sional 
musi cians, music took on a dif fer ent aspect, not work but a 
small mea sure of plea sure, a relief from bore dom. Much has 
been writ ten about shell shock in the First World War bat tle
fields. The most recent esti ma tion of how many sol diers suf
fered from it on the west ern front is about 5 per cent, leav ing 
95 per cent of sol diers cop ing with the strain of static war
fare and find ing ways to gain con trol over their emo tions.21 
Singing was one such relief from unbear able ten sion. Two 
years into the con flict, the Austrian War Ministry ordered the 
Imperial Academy of Sciences to record sol diers’ songs of all  

20 Fondation 
 Hindemith, “Life and 
Work”: https://www.
hindemith.info/en/life-
work/biography/ 
1914-1918/. (accessed 
Feb ru ary 26, 2022).

Figure 2. Music in the 
square in Menneville, 
France, n.d. Photo: 
Oscar Tellgmann.  
© Bundesarchiv Bild 
136-1057.

21 See most recently, 
Alexander Watson, 
Enduring the Great 
War: Combat, Morale 
and Collapse in the 
Ger man and Brit ish 
Armies, 1914-1918 
(Cambridge, 2008).

https://www.hindemith.info/en/life-work/biography/1914-1918/
https://www.hindemith.info/en/life-work/biography/1914-1918/
https://www.hindemith.info/en/life-work/biography/1914-1918/
https://www.hindemith.info/en/life-work/biography/1914-1918/
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the lan guages in the Dual Monarchy, as well as the songs of 
Rus sian, Ser bian, and other enemy com bat ants in pris oner
ofwar camps. These record ings were added to the Austrian 
Phonogram Archive, established in 1899.22 Germany estab
lished a Phonographic Commission in 1915 to record spo ken 
word and music of pris on ers in intern ment camps, pro duc
ing thou sands of gramophonic stud ies in about 250 lan guages 
and dia lects. One exam ple is a record ing of Korean pris on
ers sing ing pro test songs against the Jap a nese Protectorate in 
their coun try.

Back in the active the aters of war, obtaining, find ing, mak ing, 
and playing musi cal instru ments was one way to stay sane. 
Soldiers on both sides of the con flict would some times find a 
piano in a house deserted by its pre vi ous occu pants and use it 
while the com pany was in the vicin ity. In the long stretches of 
bore dom and anx i ety between attacks, sol diers made things, 
includ ing impro vised musi cal instru ments. These were often 
crude string instru ments, made from wooden or metal boxes 
that had once held muni tions, gas masks or med i cine in them. 
Their cheap ness and infe rior sound made them even more 
valu able to the sol diers; they were some times cov ered with 
inscrip tions, sig na tures, or carved designs that had noth ing 
to do with the sound they made.23

Figure 3. Paul 
 Hindemith’s sol diers’ 
quar tet, encour aged 
by the music-lov ing 
reg i ment com mander 
Count von Kiel-
mannsegg. Hindemith 
com posed his 2nd 
String Quartet Op. 10 
while on the Alsace 
Front. They played 
some of Hindemith’s 
early com po si tions, 
includ ing his 1st string 
quar tet, com posed 
in 1915. © Fondation 
Hindemith.

23 Johanna de 
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the Western Front? 
The Creation and 

22 Leon Hajek, Das 
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der Akademie der 
 Wissenschaften in 
Wien von seiner 
 Gründung bis zur 
Neueinrichtung im 
Jahre 1927 (Vienna, 
1927), 14. See also 
Chris tian Glanz, “Die 
‘Musikhistorische 
Zentral’ im k. u. k. 
Kriegsministerium 
im Ersten Weltkrieg,” 
84-97; Andrea Stangl 
and Derek Weber, “The 
Sounds of War – Music 
and the Music Business 
dur ing the War Years,” 
in The World of the 
Habs burgs: The First 
World War, https:  /  /
ww1  .habsburger  .net  /
en  /stories  /sounds  - 
war  -music  -and  -music  - 
business  -during  -war  - 
years (accessed 
 Jan u ary 15, 2021). The 
Ger man  Phonographic 
Commission, 
 established in 1915, 
also made record ings 
of the lan guages of 
the many pris on ers-of-
war and peo ple from 
enemy countries who 
could not leave before 
the war broke out.  Perception of  

Self-Made Instruments  
in the Trenches 
of the First World 

War,”  Journal of 
 Musicological 
Research, 33 (2014): 
157-60.
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The most impor tant friend to the sol dier on the front was the 
har mon ica, and in the mod ern era, it was pri mar ily an instru
ment manufactured in cen tral Europe, espe cially Germany 
and Austria.24 Small man u fac tur ers had begun pro duc ing 
them in the early nineteenth cen tury. By the 1860s, a Ger man 
entre pre neur named Matthias Hohner had devel oped a way 
to pro duce thou sands of them. By 1887, the Hohner fac to ries 
were pro duc ing more than a mil lion of them and exporting 
them all  over the world. The Hohner con cern was not the only 
one pro duc ing one of the most por ta ble, inex pen sive, and 
easytolearn musi cal instru ment in the world—thou sands of 
manufactories popped up in Germany in the last decades of 
the nineteenth cen tury. No sur prise, then, that sol diers took 
their har mon i cas to war in their kits, and no sur prise that the 
har mon ica man u fac tur ers of Germany and Austria began to 
mar ket them aggres sively—and patri ot i cally—after the war 
broke out. Along with stan dard har mon i cas, the Hohner 
man u fac tory made ones shaped like ammu ni tion car tridges, 
war ships, and sub ma rines. They (and other man u fac tur
ers) churned out mod els with patri otic say ings engraved on 
them: Hurra, “Deutsche vor die Front!”, “Gott mit uns!”, and 
Bismarck’s muchquoted ral ly ing cry, “Wir Deutsche fürchten 

Figure 4. Ger man 
sol diers in France, 
 relaxing in a break 
from  fight ing, 
1917. Unknown 
 pho tog ra pher. © 
Bundesarchiv Bild 
183-R22784.

24 Even the Brit ish had 
Ger man  har mon i cas, 
and the Hohner 
 com pany kept sell ing 
them abroad even as 
the war raged on.
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Gott und sonst nichts auf der Welt!” Ger man com pa nies 
marketed them suc cess fully to all  the com bat ant nations as 
pres ents that fam i lies could send to their loved ones at the 
front, with more mot tos pro lif er at ing through out the war: not 
just “Deutschland, Deutschland über alles,” but also (for the 
Englishspeak ing mar kets) “The Good Comrade,” “Through 
Battle to Victory,” geo graph i cal names of war zones where 
sol diers were sta tioned, and so on.

Patriotic say ings would have had some attrac tion to the sol
diers, but only the musicmaking made time go by in wartime. 
The soldiers needed the harmonicas to alle vi ate bore dom and 
carry with them a mem ory of home. Hartmut Berghoff found 
many let ters from sol diers in the Hohner archives thanking 
the man u fac turer for their small trea sures. One wrote that 
“Many a war rior’s heart has already for got ten all  the mis ery 
that reigns here thanks to this instru ment,” and another, “We 
make an unholy racket every even ing and for get our oth er
wise unen vi able sit u a tion.”25 When the oppos ing trenches 
were near each other, as they were in parts of the west ern 
front as well as the east ern front, the sol diers could hear each 
other’s con ver sa tions, as well their musicmak ing. Especially 
in the first years of the war, this led to moreorless spon ta
ne ous frat er ni za tion—sing ing together or sing ing in com pe ti
tion with each other across the divide, meet ing in the mid dle 
to col lect the wounded and dead and exchang ing greet ings. 
Soldiers played har mon i cas on both sides of the war, in com
pe ti tion or in some thing like har mony.

The most famous of these unau tho rized encoun ters was the 
Christ mas Truce of 1914, in which some 100,000 Brit ish and 
Ger man troops ceased hos til i ties in their sec tors. It started in 

Figure 5. Hohner 
 har mon ica for Ger man 
sol diers, 1914.

25 See Hartmut 
 Berghoff, “Patriotismus 
und Geschäftssinn im 
Krieg: Eine Fallstudie 
aus der Musikinstru-
mentenindustrie,” in 
Kriegserfahrungen: 
Studien zur Sozial- und 
 Mentalitätsgeschichte 
des Ersten  Weltkriegs, 
ed. Gerhard 
Hirschfeld, Gerd 
 Krumeich, Dieter 
Langewiesche, and 
Hans-Peter Ullmann 
(Essen, 1997), 262-82.
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the late hours of Decem ber 24, with flick er ing lights and sing
ing from the Ger man trenches—“Stille Nacht, Heilige Nacht,” 
one of the many Christ mas songs shared by the oppos ing 
forces. The English troops saw the lights, heard the sing ing, 
and joined in, and went on from there; in day light the oppos
ing forces came out from the trenches and frat er nized and 
played soc cer. Episodes like this went on spo rad i cally in the 
first years of the war, never offi cial, often prompted by hear
ing music, and always condemned by the upper ranks. By 
1916, they had died out alto gether.26

I leave the war front now to con sider the home front, where 
orches tras and bands played on in Ger man and Austrian cit
ies and where house holds bought patri otic song books and 
marches for piano, twohanded and fourhanded (the lat ter 
the bet ter, because louder). A ver i ta ble army of music busi
nesses sup plied them, churning out sheet music and anthol
o gies for com mer cial ven ues as well as homes. One pro lific 
com piler was Ernst Moraht, the man who said, “War time 
has become song time” and whose Unser Liederbuch was a 
best seller. Musik für Alle (next to it) was a pop u lar monthly 
sub scrip tion series of sheet music for domes tic music  
mak ing; it had been founded in 1906 by a minor com poser, 
Bogumil Zepler. He pro duced four thick vol umes dur ing the 
war, filled with songs about past wars, mil i tary marches, 
national anthems, and new songs (many by Zepler him self ), 
all  try ing to cap ture the spirit of the war of 1914.27 Austrian 
music pub lish ers did the same.

Postcards too were cre ated in the hun dreds of thou sands, 
with lyr ics or evo ca tions of songs, both heroic and sen ti
men tal (“Wacht am Rhein,” “Vor Paris mit Sang und Klang,” 
“Lieb Vaterland magst ruhig sein”). Phonograph com pa nies 
recorded this out pour ing of patri otic music and devel oped a 
com pact pho no graph that could be oper ated (with a crank) 
even in the trenches. The man u fac tur ers of mechan i cal pia nos 
and organs pro duced an abun dance of rolls, from the “Arch
duke Albrecht March” to “Wien, du Stadt meiner Träume.” 

26 Joe Perry, Christ-
mas in Germany: 
A  Cultural History 
(Chapel Hill, NC, 
2010), 93.

27 Lang, “Creating 
a War Repertoire,” 
210-13.
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The Hupfeld and Welte man u fac tur ers of mechan i cal the ater 
organs suc cess fully lob bied the naval offices of Germany and 
Austria to buy their large and expen sive mechan i cal instru
ments for enter tain ment on war ships, equipped with the lat
est rolls of patri otic songs and vaude ville favor ites. After the 
United States entered the war in 1917, the Ger man mechan i
cal piano indus try began to pro duce rolls for its instru ments 
with Amer i can dance hits, marketed for Ger mans. The most 
pop u lar of which—for Ger mans—was George Cohan’s “Over 
There” with its cheer ful refrain, “Johnny get your gun.”

Performed music on the home fronts of the war sounded 
much like the pre war years, but a bit more overtly nation al is
tic. After a short period of soulsearching about whether they 
should play music at all  while sol diers were risking their lives 
for the home land, cit ies resumed their fall con cert sched
ules. There were fewer of them, ini tially only half as many as 
before the war. Impresarios and con duc tors salved their con
sci ences by call ing the con certs in war time “patri otic con
certs,” in other words, a con tri bu tion to the war effort, bring ing 
peo ple together, and forg ing emo tional bonds which would 
strengthen the nation. A typ i cal smalltown “patri otic con
cert” took place in March 1915 in the town of Kusel in the prov
ince of Rheinland Pfalz. It fea tured music pro vided by solo ists 
and a cho rus, poetry read ing, and a lec ture about the war. The 
local news pa per claimed the event had “sum moned up the 
most intense patri otic feel ings” and was a “pow er ful expres
sion of national sen ti ments.”28 There were a few pre mieres of 
works by Ger man and Austrian com pos ers dur ing the war, but 
most ensem bles con tin ued with their triedandtrue Austro 
Ger man rep er toire, filled with Haydn, Mozart, Schubert, 
Brahms, Wagner, and of course Beethoven, as often as pos si
ble: “seri ous” pro grams for a “seri ous audi ence,” as one music 
reporter char ac ter ized it. The pia nist Wilhelm Backhaus, the 
oncechild prod igy, now thirtytwo years old and in mil i tary 
uni form, performed in Freiburg to a full house, playing clas
si cal favor ites from Schubert to Brahms.29 Audiences wanted 

29 Chickering, The 
Great War, 382.

28 “Vaterländischer  
Abend,” Kuseler  
Zeitung, https:  /  / 
www  .rheinpfalz  .de  / 
startseite_artikel,- 
vaterl%C3% 
A4ndische- 
abende-und-appelle- 
weniger-zu-essen-_ 
arid,284821.html,  
(accessed  
Jan u ary 6, 2021).
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famil iar pro grams, remind ers of hap pier times. Scan di na vian 
com pos ers were heard also, as well as Tchaikovsky, according 
to one critic because of his “light blond hair and his won der
ful blue eyes.”30 Among pro fes sional musi cians there was some 
resis tance to exclud ing all  com pos ers other than those of the 
Central Powers, as demanded from some of the pub lic. In prac
tice, the Austrian gov ern ment was sat is fied if the num ber of 
Ital ian and French operas were kept to a min i mum. Already by 
1915, the works of Rus sian, French, and  Ital ian com pos ers had 
returned to the Musikverein as well as the Vienna State Opera.31

August Spanuth, the edi tor of a lead ing music jour nal (Signale 
für die Musikalische Welt) and a welltrav eled pia nist who 
had lived in the United States for decades, also pushed back 
against the polit i ci za tion of music, though in a backhanded 
way. He blamed it on the Ital ians. We Ger mans need “no pro
tec tive ordi nances to flour ish.” We will not polit i cize it, “our 
most cherished and greatest art”: “Our main duty remains in 
war and peace, to dis tin guish between good and bad music, 
whether it was pro duced in Rome or in Berlin.”32 These were 
fine lines to walk, and as the war dragged on, food became 
scarcer, casu alty lists lon ger, good news from the warfronts 
less con vinc ing, and morale lower, they seemed hardly to mat
ter. There were more wounded sol diers in their grey uni forms 
in the con cert hall, civil ians wear ing sober clothes, women 
with less jew elry, and the con cert hall became another mir ror 
of a soci ety exhausted and in mourn ing.

But how did the com pos ers respond to the war, the peo ple 
who were most respon si ble for the stat ure of AustroGer man 
music in the world, then and now? Some con tin ued to pro
duce works dur ing the war years even though it really was not 
a good time for pre mieres of new com po si tions. I will briefly 
dis cuss five of them. The oldest of these was Max Bruch, and 
like most musi cians, he did not sign the man i festo “to the cul
tural world,” although he was not a pac i fist and rejoiced in 
Ger man vic to ries. Seventysix years old in 1914 and a pro lific 
com poser of ora to rios, cham ber music, and con cer tos, Bruch 

30 These  quo ta tions 
can be found in 
Ziemer, “Listening 
on the Home Front,” 
209-211.

31 Watkins, Proof 
through the Night, 214.

32 “Kunst und  Politik,” 
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had had a career like Felix Mendelssohn before him. It had 
taken him to Great Britain many times, where he was lion
ized. When hos til i ties com menced in 1914, he renounced his 
Cambridge hon or ary degree. Without his inter na tional roy
al ties to sup port him self and his fam ily, he began to com
pose again, almost against his will and all  with war themes.33 
He com posed more ora to rios, one called a “cel e bra tion of 
heroes” [Heldenfeier], another, a paean to the moth er land 
[Die Stimme der Mutter Erde], and in 1919, a requiem in the 
form of an ora to rio [Trauerfeier für Mignon], a Goethean 
lament for all  the loss and suf fer ing of the war years. There 
were also anthol o gies of songs for home musicmak ing, many 
on the theme of mourn ing — “In Heaven,” “On the Grave of a 
Ger man Rifleman.”

Richard Strauss also refused to sign the man i festo and was 
not a pac i fist either. After hos til i ties had begun, sar cas tic as 
ever, he offered to give back his Oxford University hon or ary 
doc tor ate in exchange for the Brit ish sink ing one of their own 
Dreadnoughts, but he opposed art ists becom ing involved in 
war and pol i tics. They should be get ting on with their work, 
he thought, which was what he did, finishing his opera Die 
Frau ohne Schatten dur ing the war.34 And there was noth ing 
like organ music to drive home the point that God was on the 
side of your nation. Max Reger com posed a resound ing organ 
piece called Eine Vaterländische Ouvertüre in 1914.35

To con sider the youn ger gen er a tion, Anton Webern, devoted 
to Schoenberg and distressed by his expe ri ences in the Aus
trian army, spent the war in and out of active ser vice, some
times wish ing to be in the army to share his idol’s expe ri ence, 
then get ting out of it by plead ing his essen tial role in cul tural 
life.36 Alban Berg, another Schoenberg stu dent, had already 
decided before the war broke out to com pose an opera based 
on the nineteenthcen tury play wright Georg Büchner’s 
unfin ished Woyzeck, about a sol dier who kills his com mon
law wife. Berg had seen a per for mance of it in May 1914 just 
before the war broke out, and a year later he was called up to 
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the  Austrian army. He ulti mately ended up with a desk job 
in the War Ministry because of his asthma and fin ished the 
opera after the war. His expe ri ences in the army con trib uted 
to Wozzeck’s bru tal real ism. He confessed to his wife that 
“there is a bit of me in this char ac ter, since I have been spend
ing these war years just as depen dent on peo ple I hate, have 
been in chains, sick, cap tive, resigned, in fact humil i ated.”37

Meanwhile, the cab a rets, musi cal halls, the aters, and cin e mas 
pro vided cheap enter tain ment and wel come dis trac tion from 
anx i ety, grief, and increas ingly, hun ger. Musicians and other 
per form ers (actors, danc ers, come di ans) were also busy per
forming for the war effort behind the front, usu ally in mil i tary 
hos pi tals and often with out pay. In Berlin, a city of four mil
lion peo ple in 1914, com mer cial enter tain ment ven ues came 
up with a mul ti tude of semicom i cal, semipatri otic songs 
and oper et tas. In the first months of the war, all  assumed that 
the Ger mans were inno cent in the out break of war, the war 
would be quick, and Germany would win. Theaters ini tially 
tried to stage works glo ri fy ing the mil i tary, such as Deutsch-
land über alles!, which had only six teen per for mances, and 
Die Waffen her! [Get the Guns!], more suc cess ful than the 
other, with about 50 per for mances before clos ing.38 But when 
the war did not end quickly, it became clear that the pub lic 
wanted enter tain ment that did not remind them of it, even so 
early in its fouryear run.39

Possenbühnen, roughly trans lated as “antic the ater,” began 
pro duc ing rafts of comic musi cal plays and oper et tas, some 
with mil i tary themes, such as The Kaiser has Called and Bring 
the Weapons Here!, and Always Hit Hard!, a “patri otic peo
ple’s play.” The lat ter had a score by Walter Kollo, a pro lific 
com poser of oper et tas, musi cal com e dies, farces, and hit 
songs which he con tin ued to pro duce through out the war.40 
The pop u lar enter tain ment busi ness in other cit ies was just 
as busy. In Vienna’s JohannStrauss Theater, The Gypsy Prin-
cess [Csárdásfürstin], an oper etta by Emmerich Kálmán, was 
performed 500 times in war time, a musi cal bac cha na lia of 

37 Quoted in Watkins, 
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38 Martin  Baumeister, 
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waltzes and fiery gypsy dances. Munich’s volkstümlich offer
ings appealed to mid dle and lowermid dle class audi ences 
and were performed in music halls and tav erns catering to 
peo ple nos tal gic for imag ined or aban doned rural com mu ni
ties. There were comic sketches and prac ti cal jokes, with Jews 
often the butt of them. There was an end less pro vi sion of con
fected nos tal gia for “old Munich” and “old Bavaria,” invented 
tra di tions at their most obvi ous. They were presented in large 
ven ues, mostly in mod ern Ger man with Bavar ian dia lect 
thrown in for a cal cu lated authen tic ity and performed dur
ing the war along with more obvi ously patri otic offer ings such 
as Deutschland, Deutschland, über alles (the Munich ver sion) 
and Hoch Zeppelin (Long live the Zeppelin).

As the war dragged on and food short ages became dire, over
thetop nos tal gia became a way to express a dis guised dis
en chant ment. Placed in a dis tant past pop u lated by fool ish 
aris to cratic offi cers and illtrained sol diers, the incom pe tence 
of all  was inten si fied by parodic mil i tary songs and marches. 
The comic duo of Karl Valentin and Liesl Karlstadt were the 
stars of the Munich enter tain ment fir ma ment, also perform
ing more than a hun dred times at mil i tary hos pi tals, as did 
many other enter tain ers.41 Karl Valentin was through out the 
war a mas ter of evad ing cen sor ship through mis di rec tion and 
com edy. In 1917, three years into the war, he staged a short 
play called Der Herzog kommt (The Duke is Coming), a sav
agely comic, barely dis guised depic tion of the war itself. The 
every man sol dier named Stuckmeister, a mas ter of noth ing, 
played by Valentin, and his side kick Karlstadt as a drum mer 
boy suf fer under an incom pe tent offi cer who plays skit tles 
all  day. Stuckmeister com ments that “Yes, in a lit tle while I’ll 
have been with the mili tia for three years, but time passes 
quickly. . . .  It seems to me that I’ve been in it for twenty.” Any 
audi ence who had expe ri enced the three years of war, with no 
end in sight, would have known what he meant.42

What are we to make of all  this musi cal activ ity? At the most 
basic level, the muses did not fall silent. War seemed to stim

41 R. E. Sackett, 
“Satires of War: Two 
Plays by Munich’s Karl 
Valentin, 1916-1917,” 
The Ger manic Review, 
Vol. 69, no. 4 (Fall 
1994): 6.

42 Sackett, “Satires 
of War,” 10. For the 
 war time Munich stage, 
see also Sackett, 
Popular Entertainment, 
Class, and Politics in 
Munich, 1900-1923 
(Cambridge, MA, 
1982), 70-96.
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u late cre a tiv ity in some peo ple, and music, espe cially music, 
pro vided com fort, dis trac tion, and some thing I’ll call “cul
tural reas sur ance.” This had a dark and a light side. On the 
dark side, music occasioned plenty of expres sions of pride ful 
supe ri or ity, bom bas tic brass bands, loud sing ing —  Ger man 
musi cal traits that had devel oped over the course of the 
long nineteenth cen tury. Following his to rian Martin Rempe, 
we could also call work ing musi cians in mil i tary band uni
forms and the pub lish ers who churned out end less vol umes 
of patri otic songs war prof i teers: Kriegsgewinnler, a dubi ous 
posi tion to be in.43 Yet music also pro vided plea sure, cre a
tion rather than destruc tion, sol i dar ity rather than bom bast, 
music to assuage anx i ety and dread. Still, for sol diers, it was a 
lit tle more com pli cated. In Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet 
on the Western Front, per haps the greatest novel of the First 
World War, the piano is some thing of a leit mo tif, a reminder 
of alien ation from home and hearth, an ambiv a lent sym bol of 
some thing hard to express. When the nar ra tor Paul Bäumer 
goes on leave from the front, we find out that he had played 
the piano in civil ian life. Yet he writes that “a sense of strange
ness will not leave me” and he sees through “a veil” the peo
ple and things in the house: “there my case of butterflies [an 
inti ma tion of his death], and there the mahog any piano.” A 
piano is “there” when he vis its his dying friend in a field hos
pi tal, it is “there” when he is sta tioned near a sol diers’ home, 
it is “there” when he talks to Rus sian pris on ersofwar, one of 
whom is a vio lin ist. As the novel goes on, the piano becomes 
a touch stone for the world beyond the war, a place Paul could 
no lon ger inhabit.

We can also think of the war as a stress test of the musi cal envi
ron ment that had grown over sev eral cen tu ries into a densely 
pop u lated assem blage of insti tu tions, prac tices, and rep er
toire. This envi ron ment sur vived. Governments col lapsed and 
rev o lu tions broke out in the defeated nations, but the orches
tras played on—and con tin ued to play on in the decades after, 
with a mix ture of old and new rep er toire. New paths opened, 

43 Rempe, Kunst, 
Spiel, Arbeit.
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not just ato nal ity (which had its roots in the pre war era), but a 
raft of new genres and styles: the music of Neue Sachlichkeit, 
Gebrauchsmusik, Grammophonmusik, Zeitoper, jazz, what we 
asso ci ate with Weimar cul ture. Walter Gropius’s speech at the 
open ing of the Bau haus in 1918 artic u lated a Zeitgeist that 
many musi cians also shared: “Many of you have just returned 
from the field of bat tle. Those who expe ri enced death out 
there have come back totally changed; they sense that no fur
ther prog ress can be made along the old paths.”44

Nevertheless, the old paths were still there and fre quently trod. 
Traditions sur vived and were ren o vated. There was a path for
ward, and it included the rich trea sures of the past and the 
expe ri ences of the war. It is impor tant to note that the Weimar 
Republic actively sought to shore up the insti tu tions and prac
tices and rep er toire that had accu mu lated over the pre vi ous 
cen tu ries. It was an effort to attach the new democ racy to the 
AustroGer man musi cal tra di tion—evi dent dur ing national 
hol i days, state funer als, and other pub lic rit u als. The musi cal 
world that so many peo ple had par tic i pated in before the war 
was not bro ken, not aban doned and pos si bly mattered more 
than ever to a pop u la tion battered by a cat a strophic war, eco
nomic col lapse, and uncer tainty about the future.
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