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Art, Fascism and Democracy 
 
This book contains the stories of artists who stood up to Fascism with a focus on the 
Spanish Civil War and World War II.  This book is timely as Fascist ideologies are once 
again gaining ground and there is a need to stand up for human rights and dignity for all 
people equally.   These stories of the many different artists in the past who stood up 
against fascism and hatred are a glimpse into a world of courage and kindness and 
create a vision of the world based on empathy, compassion and care. Telling stories is a 
way to share values and beliefs, to share what we stand for. We are delighted to 
remember the stories of artists, some of whom had links to the Spanish Civil War and 
some of whom had links to World War II. 
 
The Spanish Civil War 

Republican soldiers in the area of the Segre front, Spanish Civil War, 1938. Photograph 
by Francisco Boix  
 
The Spanish Civil war was a brutal confrontation between opposing left and right wing 
ideologies that foreshadowed WWII.  The Spanish Civil war was set off by a military 
uprising that begin on 17 July 1936, led by the future Fascist dictator General Francisco 
Franco who was supported by the Catholic Church, the military, the landowning classes 
(those with land and wealth including the aristocracy), conservative politicians and 
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monarchists.  Franco’s forces, known as the Fascists, were referred to as the nationalists  
and they were supported with aircraft and artillery by Adolf Hitler’s Nazi party and 
Benito Mussolini’s Fascists from Italy.  
 
The Fascists were attempting to destroy the democratically elected left-leaning Popular 
Front government of the Second Republic in Spain, a coalition of left-wing parties made 
up of socialists, communists, anarchists, liberals and democrats. They were referred to 
as the Republicans and were supported by up to 40,000  international volunteers known 
as the International brigades, civilians and volunteers who had come from over fifty 
different countries  to fight for a free and democratic Spain. The Republican side were 
seen as anti-fascist and were known as the people’s government bringing in new laws in 
favour of ordinary people.  They were supported in part by arms from the Soviet Union. 
 
The Spanish Civil war was seen by some as a struggle between democracy, freedom and 
peace on the one hand and fascism, military force and control on other. For others the 
war was about religion and the rule and power of the Catholic church fighting against 
‘Godless’ communism and atheism. There were numerous artists who, each in their own 
way, stood up against the forces of fascism and for freedom during the Spanish Civil War 
and WWII.  Notable artists of the period who were impact by or involved in the Spanish 
Civil War were Spanish artists  Federico García Lorca (1898-1936) a poet playwright and 
theatre director, Francisco Boix (1920-1951) , a photographer; Pablo Picasso (1881-
1973), a painter, sculptor, printmaker, ceramics and etching artist; Rosa León (1951), a 
singer and musician and Lola Gaos  (1921-1993), a theatre, film and television actor. 
German artists included Gerda Taro (1910-1937), a photographer and Irish artists  
included Kate O’Brien  (1897-1974, a novelist and playwrigh;  and Charles Donnelly 
(1914-1937), a poet. 
 
World War II 
 
The Spanish Civil war ends with a nationalist victory by Franco on 1 April 1939. It was a 
war that was seen as a struggle between democracy and fascism and was a dress 
rehearsal for WWII. Although fascism came to prominence in the early twentieth 
century, WWII saw an aligning of European fascistic regimes led by Adolf Hitler in 
Germany and Benito Mussolini in Italy. Fascist dictators such as Franco, Hitler or 
Mussolini  espoused strongly nationalist, authoritarian and oppressive ruling ideologies 
which brought massive suffering for ordinary people.  
 
World War II began on September 1, 1939  when Germany invaded Poland. The war was 
initially seen as a two-sided Polish-German conflict. However, it soon turned out that 
Poland was only the first of many countries to be forcibly occupied by the Third Reich. 
The spring of 1940 brought  attacks on Denmark, Norway, Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Luxembourg and France, creating massive change across Central and Eastern Europe.1 

                                                 
1 In 1940 the  North of France fell under German occupation, and in the south, a free zone was created, 

managed by a government that collaborated with the Germans and had their headquarters in Vichy (headed 

by Philippe Petain).  French citizens who did not accept this situation founded the Free French Committee 

and fought back against  the Third Reich.  The Benelux countries (Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxemburg) 

were occupied in 1940 and the authorities of these countries found shelter in the United Kingdom, as did 

the Polish government (setting up firstly  in France and then in the United Kingdom). As for the remaining 

countries, several of them remained neutral, i.e. Ireland, Sweden, Switzerland, Spain and Portugal. A 
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The United Kingdom, isolated from the rest of the continent by the English Channel, 
managed to successfully defend their country during what became known as the Battle 
of Britain (July 1940 to June 1941) against sustained attacks from the Nazi air force 
(Luftwaffe) and they remained a free country for the duration of the war, an action that 
played a key role in the eventual defeat of Nazi Germany. 
 
The governments of several European countries occupied by the Third Reich now found 
themselves in exile. Many of these governments in exile found shelter in the United 
Kingdom and from here, they attempted to coordinate the activities of the various 
resistance movements and  underground structures that came into operation within 
their own countries under Nazi occupation. Many of the countries also set up armed 
forces in exile that continued the fight against the Nazis. 
 
However, it is important to ask how all this happened? Was it not possible to foresee the 
beginning of World War II on 1 September 1939? After all, from the 1920s onwards, the 
Germans had carried out a series of activities within a European context which could be 
defined as ‘symptoms’ of war.  Adolf Hitler came to power in Germany in 1933 and in 
1934 he  became known as the Führer or Supreme Leader. In 1934, Hitler secretly 
carried out a policy of re-armament, building up the size of the German army in 
violation of the Versaille Treaty restrictions which had been imposed on Germany 
after WWI.  In 1935 the existence of the German air force (Luftwaffe) was made 
known and Germany introduced military service, again violating the terms of the 
Versaille treaty. No actions were taken by the other European leaders.  
 
In March 1936 Germany once again broke the terms of the Versaille Treaty by 
marching their army into the demilitarized Rhineland areas and in March 1938 
the Anschluss of Austria took place which saw the annexation of Austria as it 
came under German control.  In September 1938 the Munich Agreement was 
signed between Germany, Great Britain,  France and Italy, effectively permitting 
the German annexation of the Sudetenland in Western Czechoslovakia.  
 
All these activities were made possible thanks to the policy of appeasement conducted 
mainly by the British and French governments. Appeasement was seen as a way to 
ensure security in Europe. British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain proclaimed ‘I bring 
you peace’ on his return from Munich in September 30, 1938. Less than a year later with 
the outbreak of WWII, he was proved wrong.  
 
The situation in Occupied Europe 
 
National socialism was a set of political beliefs associated with the Nazi party of German. 
A key feature of Nazi political ideology was the idea of creating a ‘living space’ 

                                                                                                                                      
number of European countries allied with Germany (Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia - 

although cooperation with Germany was partly forced), some submitted to the Italian and later German 

attacks  (Greece). It is worth mentioning that in the case of Yugoslavia, national conflicts helped Hitler.  The 

Independent State of Croatia was proclaimed by Croatian nationalists (the Ustashas) in 1941  with the full 

support  of Germany and Italy, with Ante Pavelić as the leader (although this state was in fact under 

occupation by the German and Italian armies).  The remaining areas were occupied directly by Germany or 

were divided among allied states. Bulgaria took over Macedonia, Hungary took over Vojvodina, and Italy 

took over parts of Slovenia and Montenegro. 
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(Lebensraum) for Germany. Nazi leader Adolf Hitler promoted ‘lebensraum’ as a key 
principle of Nazi foreign policy, stating that land expansion was essential for the survival 
of the German people. He created a master plan to conquer Eastern and Central  Europe 
in order to secure more space to build his vast German empire.  The aim was to ensure 
German control over the rest of Europe.  This was connected to a culture of 
discrimination within Germany that resulted, over time, in the extermination of  foreign-
born enemies, including Jewish people, Slavs and members of the Roma community. 
Other persecuted groups included homosexual men, people with disabilities, Jehovah’s 
witnesses, Soviet prisoners of war, political enemies or political opponents including 
people classified as communists or members of a trade union,  those considered as 
‘asocials’ including homeless people and authors and artists whose work was considered 
subversive. 
 
Notable artists of the period, who pitted themselves against fascism were German 
artists Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945), visual artist; Hanna Höch (1889-1978), visual artist;  
John Heartfield (1891-1968), visual artist;  and Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956), a playwright, 
stage director and poet.  Irish-born artists included Samuel Beckett (1906-1969), 
playwright, writer, poet and stage director; Margaret Kelly (1910-2004), dancer, 
choreographer and impresario; and Josephine Alexandra Mitchell, stage name Zandra 
(1903-1995), a Jazz singer, bandleader and Saxophonist. 
 
Italian Fascism and Partisan Fighters 
 
The political and economic crisis that existed in Italy after the First World War provided 
the opportunity for various militant factions to come into being. Benito Mussolini was a 
veteran from WWI and a publisher of socialist newspapers. He was initially involved 
with the Italian Socialists but he breaks from them and in Milan in March 1919 he sets 
up ‘his fasci di combattimento (flighting leagues)2  better known as the Fascist party.  
 
Mussolini’s new right-wing party advocated for Italian nationalism and they wore black 
shirts as a uniform and launched a program of terrorism and intimidation against its 
leftist opponents. In October 1922, Mussolini led the Fascists on a march on Rome, and 
King  Emmanuel III, who had little faith in Italy’s parliamentary government, asked 
Mussolini to form a new government. Initially Mussolini, who was appointed prime 
minister at the head of a three-member Fascist cabinet, cooperated with the Italian 
parliament but aided by his brutal police organisation he soon became the effective 
dictator of Italy. In 1924, a Socialist backlash was suppressed and in January 1925, a 
Fascist state was officially proclaimed with Mussolini as Il Duce or The Leader.3 
 
After a brutal invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 as part of Italy’s expansionism in which 
numerous atrocities were committed, Mussolini joined forces with Adolf Hitler in Nazi 
Germany and with Francisco Franco’s nationalist forces in Spain. During the Spanish 
Civil War from 1936 to 1939, Mussolini’s Fascist forces (the Italian army, airforce and 
militia Fascists) supplied military support and war equipment including aircraft, mortars 
and machine guns to Franco. Mussolini’s ‘blackshirt’ troops took part in fighting around 

                                                 
2 Italy - The Partisans and the Resistance by Christopher John Wickham. Professor of Early Medieval History, 
University of Birmingham, England. https://www.britannica.com/place/Italy 
3 Mussolini founds the Fascist party by History.com editors. https://www.history.com/this-day-in-
history/mussolini-founds-the-fascist-party 

https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/mussolini-founds-the-fascist-party
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/mussolini-founds-the-fascist-party
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Madrid and in the massacre in and around Malaga in Febrary 1937 as well as in other 
key battles. The Italian forces were beaten however at the battle of Guadalajara by the 
Spanish Republican forces. 
 
In the lead up to the Second World War, the Rome-Berlin axis agreement was set up as 
a treaty of cooperation in foreign policy between Nazi-Germany and Fascist Italy in 
1937. Mirroring Germany policy, a series of anti-Semitic laws were imposed across Italy 
in 1938. When WWII started Italy initially remained neutral before joining forces with 
Hitler in 1940 as France fell to the Nazis.  
 
The Allies first landed in Sicily in July 1943. With the threat of invasion of mainland 
Italy by Allied forces in 1943, there was a coup within the Italian Fascist part y 
and Mussolini was arrested and imprisoned and replaced by Fascist Marshall Pietro 
Badoglio who took over the Italian government. In September 1943 Italy surrendered 
and joined the Allied forces in the fight against Nazism.   
 
The armistice between Italy and the Allies was made public on 8 September 1943. The 
Nazis continued their fight and from September 1943 on, they began the invasion of 
Northern Italy which would remain under Nazi occupation for the duration of the war. 
Mussolini was rescued from prison by Nazi commandoes and re-instated by them as a 
puppet leader in German controlled Northern Italy.  The Nazis had set up the new 
Italian Social Republic, established in Salo with Mussolini as its head.  Conscription is 
brought in for Mussolini’s new army and the Germans and anti-Fascists arrest anyone 
considered an enemy of the state. Anti-Jewish laws are enforced with Jewish families 
rounded up and deported.   

 
During this period,  from 1943 to 1945, there was a civil war in Italy as members of the 
Resistance fought against the Nazi occupiers as well as against the Fascists that still 
dominated the country. The war in Italy was complex and like all wars, it was  brutal and 
savage with atrocities committed on all sides. The resistance had formed a series of 
committees of national liberation and the partisans fought back against both the Nazis 
and the Fascists particularly in Northern Italy. According to Caroline Moorehead ‘Turin 
and the valleys of Piedmonte lay at the very heart of the Northern Resistance. More 
Piedmontese proportionaly fought and died than in any other part of the country.4 In 
1945, Mussolini is arrested by the partisans and the liberation of Italy takes place as the 
Nazis and Fascists retreat with eventual surrender by the Germans taking place in May 
1945. 
 
Tens of thousands of women in Italy who were a part of the resistance also fought for 
gender equality and many risked their lives and faced tortured and assault in order to 
free Italy from Fascism. These women fought not just to remove the fascists and to bring 
about freedom and democracy, they fought to create a fairer society where women  are 
treated as equal citizens with full rights. This however was not to be. Despite the 
sacrifices made by women and the role they played in securing freedom for Europe, 
following the war in Italy and in many other countries across the continent,  the 
oppression of women continued 
 

                                                 
4  A House in the Mountains: The Women who liberated Italy by Caroline Moorehead. Page xxvi. 
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Notable artists of the period in Italy, who pitted themselves against fascism were 
Adriana Filippi (1909-1982), visual artist; Maria Airaudo, (1924- ), writer and poet; 
Roberto Terracini (1900-1976), sculptor and painter and Ettore Serafino (1918-2012), 
photographer. 
 
Tactics of Fascism 
 
Tactics used by Benito Mussolini in Italy would also be used by Francisco 
Franco in Spain and Adolf Hitler in Germany, to destroy civil society and 
establish absolute power. Those tactics include attacks on and the banning of 
trade unions, dismantling democratic institutions and structures, making it 
illegal to have free association or public protests, and banning free speech,  
freedom of the press and elections.  Fascist regimes focus on  instigating 
ongoing intimidation and brutality against the civilian population through the 
use of brutal police, army and militia forces, and by launching  campaigns of 
terror and intimidation against political opponents with mass arrests, 
incarcerations and murder of opposition leaders and all those opposed to the 
Fascists. The extremists make allegiances with the wealthy or ruling classes to 
ensure the continuation of power in the hands of wealthy elites and landlords 
and there can be allegiances with military forces and religious institutions.  
 
In terms of civil society, education, media and the arts are tightly controlled 
and censored. Books deemed unsuitable are banned, artists are forbidden to 
work or are incarcerated and mass indoctrination and propaganda become 
daily occurrences.  There is consistent intimidation and terror for ordinary 
people and daily lives are tightly controlled. In Italy for example under Fascist 
rule ‘the walls of offices, schools, and public buildings were covered with slogans and 
murals paying homage to Mussolini and fascism, such as ‘Mussolini is always right’. 5 
 
 
Art as Resistance 
 
Art can be a form of resistance to injustice by raising awareness of ‘the social order’6 
within which we live, exposing the violence of past actions, or by raising awareness of 
the act of violence itself.  In 1937 Picasso created the now world-famous painting, 
Guernica, which depicts the bombing of the Basque town of Guernica by the Fascists, 
highlighting the violence of the Spanish Civil War. The French photographer, painter and 
poet  Dora Maar assisted him in the completion of the final stages of the work,  which 
was realized in just over three weeks.  
 
Guernica is a massive painting, both literally—3.5 meters tall by 7.8 meters wide—and in 
terms of its enduring political force as an anti-war statement. The painting embodies the 
sense of ‘shock and horror’ at what has taken place7, following the Nazi bombing of the 
title's Basque town for two hours in April of 1937 during the Spanish Civil War where 
over 1,600 people died. The imagery in Guernica—the gored horse, the fallen soldier, 

                                                 
5 Italy - The Partisans and the Resistance by Christopher John Wickham. Professor of Early Medieval History, 
University of Birmingham, England. https://www.britannica.com/place/Italy 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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and screaming mothers with dead babies (representing the bullfight, war, and female 
victims, respectively)—was employed to condemn the useless destruction of life, while 
at the same time, the bull represented the hope of overcoming the unseen 
aggressor, Fascism.8 
 
Art may not tend to cause political change directly, but it can influence and promote 
change. Art can create a space for independent thinking and can challenge the utilitarian 
structures that govern everyday experience, creating new visions for the future. Artists 
often break the mould by challenging or going beyond what may be seen as ‘traditional’ 
ways of making art and in doing so they open up new possibilities beyond what was 
previously imagined. They can lay out alternative courses of thought and interpretation, 
gradually leading to a change in public perception and sentiment—and eventually 
having inspired a cultural shift. 
 
Art ‘as a form of political process’ can be at its most powerful when it follows its own 
aesthetic nature. The focus remains on the evolving nature of the artwork itself; the 
artwork is free to evolve as a piece of  art in its own right rather than becoming didactic 
or telling people what to think. Art is a form of poetic and artistic expression with the 
aesthetic quality of the artwork remaining central to the creative process, enabling the 
audience ‘ to experience otherness on its own terms. It opens, rather than closes, critical 
thought’.9 

Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945) was a German artist known for her Expressionist prints, 
woodcuts and sculptures, and their compassionate portrayal of human anguish and 
hardship, especially during wartime, and with an emphasis on women and the working 
class. During her lifetime, Käthe established herself in an art world dominated by men by 
successfully developing an aesthetic vision centered on women and the working class.  
Kollwitz was a lifelong pacifist and her work criticising nationalism eventually led to her 
persecution by the Nazis, although it failed to silence her artistic voice. Kathe used her 
work to express mourning and death and her famous No More War poster becomes a 
symbol of resistance to this day. 

The Right to Artistic Expression and Creativity 

According to the United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commission, ‘by 
engaging people and encouraging their interaction through artistic and cultural 
expression, actions in the field of culture can open a space in which individuals and 
groups can reflect upon their society, confront and modify their perception of one 
another, express their fears and grievances in a non-violent manner, develop resilience 
after violent or traumatic experiences, including human rights violations, and imagine 
the future they want for themselves and how to better realize human rights in the 
society they live in. The increased social interactions, mutual understanding and trust 
that can be built or rebuilt through these initiatives are essential to achieve a range of 
human rights goals and to respect cultural diversity.’10 

                                                 
8 https://www.britannica.com/biography/Pablo-Picasso/New-Mediterraneanism 

 
9 'Can Art Fight Fascism?' Justin Kaushall, Philosophy Now, A Magazine of Ideas. 
10 https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/CulturalRights/Pages/SRCulturalRightsIndex.aspx 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Pablo-Picasso/New-Mediterraneanism
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/CulturalRights/Pages/SRCulturalRightsIndex.aspx
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Beginning in 2009, the Human Rights Council of the United Nations has put forward a 
number of resolutions supporting the promotion of protecting everyone’s cultural rights 
and a respect for cultural diversity. A Special Rapporteur has been appointed (an 
independent expert in the field of cultural rights) who reports to the Human Rights 
Council of the United Nations on an annual basis. The Special Rapporteur works to 
promote and protect cultural rights at local, national, regional and international levels, 
and ‘addresses how actions in the field of arts and culture can make significant 
contributions towards creating, developing and maintaining societies in which all human 
rights are increasingly realized’.  The Special Rapporteur reports on areas such as the 
right to artistic freedom, the impact of fundamentalism and extremism on the 
enjoyment of cultural rights and the cultural rights of women. 
 
In a briefing paper written this past May for the European Parliament by Magdalena 
Pasikowska-Schnass, a case is made for strong support of the EU's cultural and creative 
sectors during the economic fallout from Covid-19. Attention is drawn to the cultural 
incentive to support artistic expression: 'The EU's cultural and creative sectors (CCS) are 
a European Union economic and societal asset, providing an important contribution to 
GDP, and shaping identity and diversity.'11 
 
The arts are mediums that can express ideas and share information. The arts are 
uniquely positioned to express not only stories and struggles from the past and today 
but also our visions for the future. 
 
The arts can  create something that is unique and allows room for individuality while 
bringing people together.   Artworks can contain within themselves a desire for freedom 
and an expression of individuality and uniqueness out of which can come possibility. In 
doing so, art has the potential to defy conformity and celebrate difference which can 
play a key role in promoting solidarity and inclusion.  I will finish with a quote from the  
poet, writer and civil rights activist Maya Angelou who said ‘in diversity there is beauty 
and there is strength’.  Increased diversity and equality in the arts can play a role in 
increasing diversity and equality in wider society which in turn create a more interesting 
and  compassionate world for all of us.   
 
European Solidarity 
 
In terms of fighting against fascism in a non-violent way, it is essential to educate and 
raise awareness amongst young people and adults today. of what we stand for in terms 
of human rights, democracy, equality, diversity and peace.  The aim is to create a vision 
for our future based on equality and inclusion for all people equally. The EU was set  up 
to bring an end to world wars, to promote economic cooperation and solidarity and to 
support values of human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, rule of law and human 
rights. Our aim is to celebrate and stand up for those values and for a model of 
democracy and pluralism that the EU and national governments and parliaments adhere 
to. 
 

                                                 
11 'EU support for artists and the cultural and creative sector during the coronavirus crisis', Magdalena 
Pasikowska-Schnass. European Parliamentary Research Service. PE 649.414 5 – May 2020.  
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)649414    

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)649414
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The European Economic Community (EEC) created in 1957, was renamed as the 
European Union (EU). The EU consists of various independent countries that have 
gathered together as members of the EU and combine some of their sovereignty to gain 
the strength and benefits from size.  Combining sovereignty means that the Member 
States delegate some of their decision-making powers to joint institutions that were set 
up for making decisions on specific issues of common interest to be taken 
democratically at a European level. The main EU bodies are the European Commission, 
the European Parliament, the Council of the European Union and the European Council. 
 
Within the EU, Human rights are protected by the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. 
These cover the right to be free from discrimination on the basis of sex, racial or ethnic 
origin, religion or belief, disability, age or sexual orientation, the right to the protection 
of your personal data, and or the right to get access to justice. These goals and values 
form the basis of the EU and are laid out in the Lisbon Treaty and the EU Charter of 
fundamental rights. In 2012, the EU was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for advancing 
the causes of peace, reconciliation, democracy and human rights in Europe. 
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Stories from Spain 
 
Federico García Lorca – Love and Death 

 

 
 
 

To burn with desire and keep quiet about it is the  greatest punishment we can bring on 
ourselves.  

Federico García Lorca 
 

 
Federico García Lorca (1898-1936) was one of the most important Spanish poets and 
playwrights of the twentieth century and he worked as a poet, playwright and theatre 
director.  His plays include The House of Bernarda Alba, an extraordinary tour de force 
on themes of love, sexual frustration, oppression and death, highlighting with devasting 
consequences the impact of patriarchy and tyranny against women. He was arrested by 
Fascist forces at the beginning of the Spanish Civil War and a few days later was 
murdered somewhere near Granada, possibly on the 18 or 19 of August, 1936. 

Lorca was born in Fuento Vaqueros on 5 June 1898, a small town a few miles outside 
Granada in Spain. In 1919 Lorca moved to Madrid. During his lifetime Lorca would go on 
to work as a poet, playwright and theatre director.  In 1921 he published a book of 
poems based on Spanish folklore called Libro de Poemas (Book of Poems). In 1922 Lorca 
began a creative collaboration with the celebrated Spanish musical composer and 
musician Manuel de Falla. Together they organised the first ‘Cante Jondo’ or ‘Deep Song’ 
festival in Granada exploring ‘deep song’, a form of primal, traditional Andalusian song 
of the Andalusian ‘gypsy’ traditions. Deep song influenced the creation of Lorca’s book 
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of verse titled, Poema del cante jondo or Poems of the Deep Song, written in 1921 and 
published in 1931 and an essay on the art of flamenco. 
 
Lorca published a poetry collection called Canciones (Songs) and in 1928 produced a 
collection of poetry titled Romancero Gitano or Gypsy Ballads, which brought Lorca far-
reaching fame.   
 
Lorca’s second play, Mariana Pineda (1925) was described by Lorca himself as his first 
successful play in the theatre and is based on the real-life story of Mariana de Pineda 
Munoz, who was publicly executed by garrotting in 1831. Around this time Lorca, who 
was homosexual, became estranged from a number of his friends and his family 
arranged for him to travel to the US in 1929-30.L orca witnessed the Wall Street crash 
and inspired by his stay in New York he wrote a poetry collection, Poeta en Nueva York  
or A Poet in New York, published posthumously in 1942. Poet in New York is a long 
sequence of poems expressing themes of urban modernity and decay, social injustice 
and the alienation of immigrants in the squalor and isolation of the city. While in Cuba, 
Lorca wrote a play, titled, El público (The Audience), using expressionist techniques on 
the nature of homosexual passion; it was never fully published. 
 
Lorca returned to Spain in 1930. At this time the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera ended 
and the Spanish Republic was re-established.  In 1931 he was appointed the director of a 
university student theatre company called Teatro Universitario la Barraca (The Shack) 
and he toured the country with this theater group know as La Barraca.  
 
In 1934 Lorca wrote Llanto por Ignacio Sanchez Mejias or Lament for the Death of a 
Bullfighter (Lament for the Death of a Bullfighter and Other Poems, London 1937), which 
has been referred to as one of the ‘best elegies in the Spanish language’, a poem full of 
mournful imagery and personal anguish on the death of the bullfighter, Ignacio Sanchez 
Mejias, a friend of Lorca’s. 
 
While working and touring with La Barraca, Lorca wrote his outstanding trilogy of plays, 
the folk tragedies Bodas de Sangre (Blood Wedding) published in 1935, Yerma published 
in 1937, and La Casa de Bernarda Alba (The House of Bernarda Alba) published in 1940.  
Lorca’s plays ‘rebelled against the norm of bourgeois society (and) his work challenged 
the accepted role of women in society and explored taboo issues of homoeroticism and 
class'.12  The plays explored themes of sexual repression, fertility and infertility, and 
death, and include a range of poetic imagery associated with blood, sex, water, the 
moon, life and death. Lorca was unable to freely express his own sexuality in a 
homophobic society that was witnessing a devasting civil war and a descent into tyranny 
under the forces of Fascism. He often wrote about the oppression of women in his plays 
and ‘his tortured relationship with his own sexuality gave him a unique insight into the 
mutilations that patriarchy inflicts on the feminine psyche’.13  
 
With regard to Lorca’s death at the beginning of the Spanish Civil War, he was arrested 
by Fascist forces on the 16th of August 1936, and a few days later was killed somewhere 
near Granada, possibly on the 18th or 19th of August 1936. Lorca was only 38 when he 

                                                 
12 www.poemhunter.com 
13 https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2018/jun/01/the-house-of-bernarda-alba-review-an-ingenious-and-
powerful-feminist-parable 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2018/jun/01/the-house-of-bernarda-alba-review-an-ingenious-and-powerful-feminist-parable
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2018/jun/01/the-house-of-bernarda-alba-review-an-ingenious-and-powerful-feminist-parable
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was murdered by the Fascist regime and his body has never been found. The exact 
nature of Lorca’s death and the location of his burial remains a ‘mystery’.  

Francisco Boix – The Photographer of Mauthausen 
 

 
 

Paris, November 1945. Boix back at work following the war, seen here photographing 
Pablo Picasso (© Amical de Mauthausen) 

 
 
Francisco Boix (1920-1951) was a Spanish press photographer, communist and a fighter 
against fascism who fought in and survived the Spanish Civil War. When the Spanish Civil 
War broke out in Spain in 1936,  Boix supported the opposition to Franco and  joined the 
United Socialist Youth working as a photographer and later as a fighter in the 30th 
division, Spanish Republican army. He was seventeen at the time. 

In 1937, the Nationalists in Spain prevailed in the Spanish Civil War. Boix joined the mass 
exodus of up to a million Spanish refugees fleeing across the border into France to 
escape from the Franco terrorist regime.  
 
Instead of finding refuge away from the ruthless persecution by the Franco fascist 
regime, the Spanish refugees were put into camps set up by the French to house them.  
With the fall of France to the Nazis, many Spanish Republican exiles continued to be 
incarcerated and were faced with the choice of deportation back to Spain or they were 
pressured to work with the French army, the French Foreign Legion, or makeshift work 
units known as the Foreign Worker companies where they were effectively slave labour 
as part of the Nazi war machine. Boix spent time in several camps in France and was 

http://www.europecomics.com/assets/uploads/2018/05/162_PHOTOGRAPHEDEMAUTHAUSEN_00-1.jpg
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eventually interned by the Germans in January 1941 when he was sent to Mauthausen 
Concentration camp in Austria. It is believe that over 8,000 Spaniard prisoners were 
incarcerated in camps such as Mauthausen, Gusen, Dachau and Buchenwald and only 
around 3,000 survived. 
 
In Mauthausen Boix worked in the darkroom under SS member Paul Ricken who, 
himself, was a skilled photographer. Ricken was part of the  ‘identification service’ and 
was in charge of taking photographs of Nazi officials visiting the camp as well as 
photographs of prisoners arriving or leaving. Photographs were also taken of all deaths 
described as ‘unnatural’ or ‘unexplained’ or as ‘attempted suicides’. Many of these 
deaths were in fact murders committed by the camp guards when a prisoner, for 
example, was forced to either hang himself or be beaten to death. Prisoners regularly 
died from illness, hard physical labour, starvation, poisoning or the injection of gasoline 
directly into the heart which was carried out in the infirmary.   
 
Boix and anther Spanish prisoner, Antonio García, ended up hiding or copying the 
negatives that detailed the atrocities that had taken place in the camp. They eventually 
managed to smuggle the negatives  out, ensuring that over 3,000 photographs of 
Muathausen survived as evidence against Nazi war criminals. Boix and García were 
assisted by other prisoners who were forced to leave the camp for work and with the 
assistance of Anna Pointner, a citizen in the nearby town. She kept the negatives hidden 
in her garden until the liberation of Mauthausen in May 1945 by the American allied 
forces.  
 
Boix later managed to retrieve the negatives that Mrs. Pointner had hidden in a stone in 
her garden and he took them with him when he left for Paris.  A number of the 
negatives smuggled out by Boix were used in the Nuremberg War Crimes Tribunal as 
evidence and assisted in identifying key Nazi figures who had visited the Mauthausen 
camp, including the architect Albert Speer.  As a survivor of Mauthausen, Boix was the 
only Spaniard who testified and gave evidence against members of  the Nazi 
government at the Nuremberg trials in 1946.   
 
After the war Boix spend the remainder of his short life living in exile in Paris, where he 
worked as a photographer meeting people such as Dolores Idbarruri and Pablo Picasso. 
Boix died in Paris just short of his 31st birthday in July 1951 from an illness (most likely 
tuberculosis) which he possibly contracted from his time in the Mauthausen 
Concentration Camp. He has been referred to as ‘the photographer of Mauthausen’.  
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Pablo Picasso  - Dreams and Lies 
 
Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) was an innovative artist working in different mediums. He 
was a painter, sculptor, printmaker, ceramics artist, etching artist, and stage designer.  
Picasso said that ‘our goals can only be reached through a vehicle of a plan, in which we 
must fervently believe, and upon which we must vigorously act. There is no other route 
to success’.  His work evolved from his early works of naturalism to cubism, surrealism 
and beyond.   
 
Picasso was born in Málaga in Andalusia, Spain, but spent the majority of his life in 
France.  In 1900, Picasso went to Paris, the center of the European art scene. He shared 
lodgings with Max Jacob, a poet and journalist who took the artist under his wing. The 
two lived in abject poverty, sometimes reduced to burning the artist's paintings to stay 
warm. 
 
Returning to Malaga and then Madrid Picasso worked  with his friend Francisco Asis 
Soler on a literary magazine called, Young Art, illustrating articles and creating cartoons 
sympathetic to the poor. By the time the first issue came out, the developing artist had 
begun to sign his artworks Picasso, rather than his customary Pablo Ruiz y Picasso. 
 
The Picasso art period known as the Blue Period extended from 1901 to 1904. During 
this time, the artist painted primarily in shades of blue, with occasional touches of 
accent colour. Picasso moved permanently to Paris in 1904 and the Rose Period lasted 
from 1904 through 1906. His work features shades of pink and rose creating a  warmer, 
less melancholy air than his Blue Period paintings. Harlequins, clowns and the travelling 
circus are key themes in his  artworks. He painted one of his best-selling works during 
the Rose Period, Boy with a Pig.  
 
During his African art and Primitivism period from 1907 to 1909, Picasso created one of 
his best-known and most controversial artworks, Les Damoiselles d’Avignon.  Inspired by 
the angular African art he viewed in an exhibit at the Palais de Trocadero and by an 
African mask owned by Henri Matisse, Picasso's art reflected these influences.  From 
1907 to 1912, the artist worked with fellow painter Georges Braque creating the 
beginnings of the Cubist movement in art. Their paintings utilize a palette of earth tones. 
The works depict deconstructed objects with complex geometric forms. His romantic 
partner of seven years, Fernande Olivier, figured in many of the artist's Cubist works, 
including Head of a Woman, Fernande (1909). Historians believe she also appeared in 
Les Demoiselles d'Avignon. Their relationship was tempestuous, and they separated for 
good in 1912. 
 
Picasso's works continued in the Cubist vein, but the artist introduced a new art form, 
collage, into some of his creations. He also incorporated the human form into many 
Cubist paintings, such as Girl with a Mandolin (1910) and Ma Jolie (1911-12). Although a 
number of artists he knew left Paris to fight in World War I, Picasso spent the war years 
in his studio. 
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Picasso had met the poet Jean Cocteau and worked for him doing stage design for a new 
show, Parade, in collaboration with Serge Diaghilev’s Ballet Ruse. Picasso travelled to 
Rome to meet with Diaghilev and it was here that Picasso met his first wife Olga 
Khokhlova, a ballet dancer from Russia, whom he married in 1918. They had a son, 
Paulo, three years later in 1921. Although the artist and the ballerina became estranged 
soon thereafter, Picasso refused to grant Khokhlova a divorce, since that meant he 
would have to give her half of his wealth. They remained married in name only until she 
died in 1955. 
 
In 1927 the 46-year-old Picasso met Marie-Therese Walter, a seventeen-year-old girl 
from Spain. The two formed a relationship and Marie-Therese gave birth to Picasso's 
daughter Maya. They remained a couple until 1936. Picasso took up with artist and 
photographer Dora Maar in the late 1930s. The menacing minotaur became a central 
symbol of his art, replacing the harlequin of his earlier years. 

 
Although Picasso remained in exile and never returned to Spain after 1934, he was a 
supporter of the Spaniah Republican government, which had named him honorary 
director of the Prado. fter the bombing of the Basque town Guernica on 26 April 1937 by 
the Fascists, he painted the now renowned painting, Guernica. Picasso had been 
commissioned by the Republican government to create work for the Spanish pavilion at 
the 1937 World Fair in Paris.  Picasso’s painting of Guernica managed to raise awareness 
of the atrocities around the world.  
 
During WWII Picasso stayed in Paris under German occupation, enduring Gestapo 
harassment while he continued to create art. Some of the time he wrote poetry, 
completing more than 300 works between 1939 and 1959. He also completed two plays, 
Desire Caught by the Tail and The Four Little Girls.  
 
After the liberation of Paris in 1944, Picasso began a new relationship with a young art 
student named Francoise Gilot. Their son Claude was born in 1947 and a daughter 
Paloma in 1949. The relationship ended due to his continual infidelities and abuse. He 
focused on sculpture during this era, participating in an international exhibition at the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art in 1949. He subsequently created a commissioned sculpture 
known as the Chicago Picasso, which he donated to the city.  In 1961, aged 79, the artist 
married his second and last wife, the 27-year-old Jacqueline Roque. She proved to be a 
strong inspiration as he produced more than seventy portraits of her during his final 
seventeen years of life. 
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Rosa Leon  

 
Rosa León Conde (1951), is a Spainish Singer, Musician, Producer, Television Presenter 
and Politician. She was born on the 4 September 1951 in Madrid, Spain, into a middle-
class family of six daughters. She is married to film director José Luis García Sánchez, and 
their son is the film director, Víctor García León. 
 
From a young age she had several jobs as a private teacher in order to achieve economic 
independence. At the age of 17, she entered the Complutense University of Madrid to 
study Economics. A few years later she abandoned her economics degree to start 
studying Chemistry, which she studied for four years. Always close to the left, she 
became a member of the Communist Party in 1977 shortly before its legalization, which 
led to her being arrested for being a member of an illegal association. 
 
It was also during the 1970’s that she began her musical career, performing in bars and 
venues in Madrid in a group called Rosa y Jorge, together with Jorge Krahe, singing in 
different venues with a style that was already beginning to announce a certain socio-
political criticism. Forming as satirical duo they debuted at the Isamel café-theater. For 
the film Songs for after a war by Basilio Martín Patino they made an ironic version of Yo 
te diré, the soundtrack of The Last of the Philippines and released the album Las cuatro y 
otros. Luis Eduardo Aute collaborated in this first job. 14 
Rosa León and Jorge Krahe dedicated themselves to singing wherever they could, that is, 
universities, cafes, athenaeums and any other place where the competent authority did 
not abort the recital. Their songs are a mixture of socio-political satire and poetry, 
although from that collaboration only two songs survive in Rosa's voice: "We take care 
of the sea" and "For you, you're sad." 15 
 
She recorded her first single in 1972 (Four and Ten), and in 1973 recorded her first LP 
entitled Somehow, which includes several songs by Luis Eduardo Aute and covers two 
poems by Mario Benedetti. In 1975 she published Al alba, and In some way, which 
includes the homonymous song, also by Aute. It is, in the words of its author, a hidden 
criticism of the death penalty. 16 
In 1977, Oído por hay, which featured themes by Aute and rescued texts by the 
poets Pablo Neruda and Blas de Otero, was released. After recording the album Tiempo 
al tiempo in 1978, she did not release an album again until 1983, with Rosa looking in 
the mirror, which includes the hit Ay paloma and was produced by her friend Víctor 
Manuel   
 
In 1974 she began working in television as a collaborator on the children's program 
Cuentopos, presented by Tina Sáinz, Manuel Galiana and Juan Diego. Seven years later 

                                                 
14 https://elartedevivirelflamenco.com/cancionespanola129.html 
15 ibid 
16 ibid  
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she would do the same with The White Kite, by Lolo Rico. In 1987 she presented the 
musical program A media voz, on Spanish television, and two years later she again 
addressed children in the program Sopa de gansos. 
 
At the end of the decade she would also present the musical A media voz (1987) and the 
children's Sopa de gansos (1989). In between, she edited several albums of songs for 
children, as well as a live album with other women such as Mary Carmen and her dolls, 
Massiel, Cristina Almeida, Marina Rossell, Nurias Espert, María Dolores Pradera and 
Rosa María Mateos called Amigas mías (1986). 
With Desperate Paloma (1989) she added new names to her list of authors such as José 
María Cano, Suburbano and Rafael Alberti. In the nineties she began her career as a 
record producer, taking care of the works of people like El Consorcio, Alfredo Kraus and 
María Dolores Pradera. In addition, she was in charge of music for films directed by her 
husband, the filmmaker José Luis García-Sánchez, such as The Longest Night  (1990) 
or Suspiros de España (y Portugal)  (1995). 
 
Her musical career has always gone hand in hand with her political commitment, on the 
left, and she has supported numerous social and humanitarian causes.17 In 2003 she 
joined the electoral list of the Spanish Socialist Workers Party (PSOE), headed by 
Trinidad Jiménez and from 2004-2007 she was the Councillor for Culture of Madrid City 
Council, Spain. In August 2008, she was appointed Director of the Cervantes Institute of 
Casablanca (Morocco) and in Dublin (Ireland), the largest public institution in the world 
dedicated, since 1991, to the teaching of Spanish and the co-official languages of Spain. 
18 
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17 ibid 
18 https://www.elimparcial.es/noticia/20889/cultura/rosa-leon-de-cantante-y-concejala-a-

directora-del-cervantes.html 
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Dolores Gaos González-Pola 

 
Dolores Gaos González-Pola (1921-1993) better known as Lola Gaos, was a Spanish film, 
television and theatre actress. 
 
She was born in Valencia on the 2 December 1921 and died in Madrid on the 4 July 
1993. She was the daughter of a notary and sister of the philosopher José Gaos and the 
poets Alejandro and Vicente. She had wanted to be a doctor, but the Civil War diverted 
this vocation.19 In 1939, the family moved to America, with Lola returning to live in post-
war Madrid, Spain in 1943.  
Her rise up the ranks of the theatre and cinema worlds was slow, her own surname 
professionally adverse to her. The name Gaos was then very notorious because of the 
fame that her brother José, a republican exile in Mexico, had in the narrow intellectual 
world of that Spain. 20 
 
Her first appearance on the screen was in the film El sótano (1949), by the writer Camilo 
José Cela. From that moment, the name of Lola Gaos has been associated with many 
characters in films and theatre shows with political risk and the fight for freedom.21 She 
was part of Viridiana's band of beggars (1961), one of Luis Buñuel's masterpieces, with 
whom she also worked on Tristana in 1969.  
 
She starred, along with her countryman Ovidi Montllor, in the famous Furtivos 
(1975), directed by José Luis Borau and which was one of the key films of the transition 
from Franco to democracy, because, although made before the death of the dictator, it 
foreshadowed part of later cinema.22 
 
Between her first film and Gran Sol, directed in 1988 by Ferrán Llagostera, the last in 
which she took part, Lola Gaos acted in fifty films, almost always playing core characters, 
even if they were secondary. They were almost always characters of a tough woman, 
even violent and of great composition, especially because of the peculiarities of her 
hoarse voice, which made her whisper, when it was already decimated, in 1989: "My 
voice helped me in the same sense as my physique. I always had a very deep voice, very 
special, and I imagine that that contributed to giving me characters older than mine, 
dramatic and rare." 23 
 

                                                 
19 https://150valencianos.lasprovincias.es/lola-

gaos/?ref=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2F 
20 https://elpais.com/diario/1993/07/06/cultura/741909603_850215.html 
21 Ibid 
22 Ibid 
23 Ibid 
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In theatre, her creations are memorable in the productions of Specters of Strindberg, La 
casa de Bernarda Alba de Lorca and Woyzech by Georg Buchner. 
The impulse of permanent struggle for freedom, which led Lola Gaos to be part of some 
of the freest and most combative moments of Spanish cinema and theatre under 
Franco's oppression, also led her to the political struggles of ideas and sidewalks, in oral 
and written testimonies or even in acts of agitation in the middle of the street. The 
actress said: "I have not been a member of any political party, but I have collaborated 
with all the left movements." 24 
 
She added: "I have earned money to raise my daughters, but I have nothing left and I am 
living the end of my life thanks to your help." The last fight of this indefatigable woman 
was against the helplessness in which the actors are left when their voice, memory and 
presence fail them, leaving them defenceless and ignored by the State. Even when she 
was left almost speechless in a larynx operation, no one could silence her, already part 
of the legend, broken voice. 25 
 
He legacy is in the many films of resistance against the dictatorship, which mark her 
work as a permanent form of freedom struggle. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
24 Ibid 
25 Ibid 
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Stories from Ireland 
 
Kate O’Brien – Freedom to Love 
 
Kate O’Brien (1897-1974) was an Irish novelist and playwright. She was born Kathleen 
Mary Louise O’Brien (Kate O’Brien) in Limerick City, Ireland on 3 December 1897 to a 
well-off family. Her parents were Thomas O’Brien, a horse dealer and Catherine 
Thornhill O’Brien.  
 
O'Brien initially worked in England as a freelance journalist and for a short while in 
teaching in Hampstead before she travelled to the United States in the company of her 
sister Nance and Nance’s husband Stephen O’Mara.  Returning from the US in 1922, she 
took a job as governess for the wealthy Areilza family in Portugalete on the Biscayan 
coast outside Bilbao in Spain. While O'Brien would go on to develop a strong affinity 
with the Basque country and with Spain, she returned to London after only several 
months and in 1923 she married Dutch journalist Gustaaf Renier, whom she had met a 
year earlier. The marriage lasted less than a year before they separated. 
 
During her lifetime O'Brien travelled to England, Europe and America; her work includes 
plays, novels, short fiction, travel writing and journalism. She has been described as a 
feminist and a ‘romantic realist’; and scholars have called attention to her importance as 
a ‘lesbian writer’.26  Two of her books – Mary Lavelle (1936) and The Land of Spices 
(1941) – were banned in Ireland and she herself was banned from entering Spain by 
Franco’s government in 1937 because of her book Farewell Spain (1937). 
 
O'Brien’s work includes nine novels – Without My Cloak (1931), The Ante-Room (1934), 
Pray for the Wanderer (1938), Mary Lavelle (1936), The Land of Spices (1941), The Last of 
Summer (1943),  That Lady (1946), The Flower of May (1953) and As Music and 
Splendour (1958). She wrote a book of reminiscences of her early family life entitled 
Presentation Parlour (1963), wrote a number of non-fiction books including  the 
biographical Teresa of Avila (1951), as well as books exploring places and experiences 
from her travels in Ireland and Spain, such as Farewell Spain (1937). In addition to novels 
and books, O'Brien also wrote a body of articles, essays and short stories including 
Singapore has fallen (1942), On Ballycottin Strand (1945), Old Balls MacSweeney (1956), 
Boney Fidey (1956) and Manna (1962). She also worked as a critic, journalist, TV and 
radio collaborator and as a lecturer. 
 
One of O’Brien’s most successful novels was inspired by the story of Spanish aristocrat 
and Princess of Eboli, Ana de Mendoza.  That Lady, which was published in North 
America as For One Sweet Grape (1946), is set in sixteenth-century Spain and tells the 
story of Ana de Mendoza ‘who refuses to let her life be dictated by Philip II of Spain’27.  

                                                 
26 https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/the-banned-irish-feminist-writer-who-took-on-de-valera-
1.3529346 
27 Deirdre McMahon , lecturer in history at Mary Immaculate College, University of Limerick, Limerick, 
Ireland 
https://www.encyclopedia.com/women/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/obrien-kate-1897-
1974 
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The novel was adapted by O’Brien for the stage in 1949 as That Lady, with Katharine 
Cornell in the title role. There was a 1955 film adaptation of the novel under the same  
title, starring Olivia de Havilland  as Ana along with Gilbert Roland and Paul Scofield in a 
British/Spanish production distributed by 20th Century Fox. 
 
O’Brien wrote the novel after her experiences in Spain during the Spanish Civil War and 
the ending of WWII, with the novel portraying the lead character’s struggle to determine 
her own life and possibly a commentary ‘on the struggle of the individual against 
fascism’.28 O'Brien wrote Farewell Spain, published in 1937, a personal account of her 
travels in Spain and her reflections on events surrounding the Spanish Civil War.  
 
O'Brien was a member of a number of literary organisations including PEN, and the 
Comunità Europea degli Scrittori (where she represented Ireland). She returned to live in 
England in 1965. She died in Kent on 13 August 1974, aged 76, leaving behind a body of 
unfinished work including her memoirs and what would have been her tenth novel, 
Constancy.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
28 Margaret O’Neill https://womensmuseumofireland.ie/articles/kate-o-brien 
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Samuel Beckett (1906-1969) – I’ll go on 
 

You must go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go on. 
Samuel Beckett 

 
Samuel Beckett (1906-1969) was an iconic Irish playwright, novelist, short story writer 
and winner of the Nobel prize for Literature in 1969. He wrote in both French and 
English and is best known for his plays including En attendant Godot or Waiting for 
Godot (1952). 
 
Less well known is his courage as a member of the French Resistance during World War 
II. As he later said in an interview, ‘You simply couldn’t stand by with your arms folded’. 
Born in Dublin, Ireland, Beckett had been living in Paris prior to the outbreak of World 
War II. When Paris was occupied by the Nazis, he was, however, on holiday in Ireland 
but made plans to return to Paris as soon as possible. In 1941 Beckett joined the French 
Resistance. He became part of a Paris-based cell of the British SOE (Special Operations 
Unit) named Gloria SMH. Beckett acted as a liaison officer and translated secret reports. 
 
Samuel Barclay Beckett was born in Foxrock, Dublin, Ireland, in 1906 to a Protestant 
family. From the age of 20, Beckett travelled extensively across Europe. He first visited 
France in 1926 to see the Loire valley, then arrived in Paris in 1928 to teach at the Ecole 
Normale Supérieure (ENS) on Rue d'Ulm in the 6th arrondissement. After that he 
returned frequently to write, spending time with the ‘Joyce Irish circle’,29  and meeting 
with other writers and artists, including, of course, James Joyce.  Thus began a friendship 
that would last many years.  Beckett is renowned for the desolation of his writing, and 
for the ‘dark gallows humour amidst his grim sense of futility. He loved to shock, confuse 
and offend, which he did frequently. 30 
 
In 1930 Beckett was offered a post at Trinity College Dublin where he taught French for 
four terms before resigning in December 1931. During the pre-war years he travelled 
extensively in  Germany and then returned to Paris in 1937 to live there permanently. 
He would go on to spend the next 52 years living in Paris, mainly on the Left Bank.  
Shortly after Beckett arrived in Paris, he was living at 9 Rue de la Grande Chaumière 
when he was stabbed in an attack by a  ‘pimp along the Avenue Général Leclerc (then 
called Avenue d'Orléans) in the 14th arrondissement’.   While he was recovering in 
hospital he was visited by a woman he had briefly met before, named Suzanne 
Deschevaux-Dumnesil, who would go on to become Beckett’s lifelong partner.  
 
At the beginning of World War II Beckett was on holidays in Ireland but returned 
immediately to Paris. Beckett said in an interview with Israel Shenke, ‘I preferred France 
in War to Ireland at peace’31.  Beckett and his partner, Suzanne, had to face the practical 
challenges of the occupation with their fellow Parisians like the scarcity of food and lack 
of heating in their home.  

                                                 
29  Calder, John. (2013). Paris, Beckett and Me, Irish Times, 13 July 
https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/paris-beckett-and-me-1.1460605 
30 http://www.bbc.co.uk/irish/articles/view/803/english/ 
31 Perloff, Marjorie. In Love with Hiding: Samuel Beckett's War. The Iowa Review 35.1 (2005): 76-103. Web 
https://doi.org/10.17077/0021-065X.5990.  

https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/paris-beckett-and-me-1.1460605
http://www.bbc.co.uk/irish/articles/view/803/english/
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By late 1941, Beckett had become more involved in challenging the Nazi occupation 
when he joined the French Resistance, specifically the resistance group, Gloria SMH 
which ‘specialized in naval intelligence and processed reports from coastal agents before 
sending them back to London’.32  

 
Beckett had joined the resistance because he was against the Nazi regime and as a 
response to the arrest of such Jewish literary friends as his old Trinity College classmate, 
Alfred Péron. In August 1942, Beckett had to flee the apartment at 6 rue des Favourites 
when Gloria SMH was infiltrated and betrayed by a double agent. Over 50 members of 
the Gloria SMH resistance cell would be arrested. Knowing it was time to escape, they 
spent a month moving around Paris with the help of friends and connections until in 
September they moved to the then unoccupied Vichy zone in southern France. From 
October 1942 they lived in the village of Roussillon on the Southern edge of the Plateau 
Vaucluse in the Vaucluse Mountains.   
 
In October 1944 Beckett returned to Paris. In April 1945, he was awarded the French 
Croix de Guerre for his work with the French Resistance and the Médaille de la 
Résistance (Reconnaissance Francais) which was awarded in recognition of his acts of 
courage.  
 
Prior to the war Beckett’s publications included ‘two essays on Joyce and the French 
novelist Marcel Proust’, a short-story collection, More Pricks Than Kicks (1934), the 
novel Murphy (1938), and two poetry collections, Whoroscope (1930) and Echo’s Bones 
(1935).33 He also wrote the nove,l Dream of Fair to Middling Women, which was 
published in 1992. During the war he completed the novel Watt which was published in 
1953. Having studied French at Trinity College Dublin, in his subsequent career he began 
writing in French as he believed it freed him from the poetic style of the English 
language, and is quoted as saying that in French it was easier to write ‘without style’.  
 
After the war Beckett ‘produced the major prose narratives Molloy (1951), Malone 
Meurt or Malone Dies (1951), and L’Innommable or The Unnamable  (1953) and two plays, 
the unpublished three-act Eleutheria and Waiting for Godot.34  At first Beckett’s work 
received numerous refusals and it was only when his book Molloy became a commercial 
success, receiving favourable reviews from the critics, that the same publisher of Molloy 
also published Waiting for Godot. ‘It was with the amazing success of Waiting for Godot at 
the small Théâtre de Babylone in Paris, in January 1953, that Beckett’s rise to world fame 
began’35. 
 
In 1969 Beckett was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, the third Irish person to 
receive the reward after George Bernard Shaw and William Butler Yeats. Beckett 
accepted the award but refused to attend the ceremony to give the acceptance speech,  

                                                 
32 Article in WW2 Talk on Ireland’s Uncelebrated Resistance Heroes 

 http://ww2talk.com/index.php?threads/irish-times-paddy-osullivan-soe-saarf.25628/ 
33 Esslin, Martin. (2019). Samuel Beckett, Irish Author, Britannica. 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Samuel-Beckett 
34 Esslin, Martin. (2019). Samuel Beckett, Irish Author. Britannica. 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Samuel-Beckett 
35 Ibid. 
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https://www.britannica.com/biography/Samuel-Beckett
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Samuel-Beckett


 

 

27 

27 

as he did not want the ensuing publicity and, instead, he choose to remain on holiday in 
Morocco.  
 
Beckett’s style of theatre is often referred to as ‘theatre of the absurd’ dealing with 
themes that range from alienation to bodily functions. And yet in the article, 'In Love 
with Hiding: Samuel Beckett's War', by poetry scholar and critic Marjorie Perloff, the 
Polish theatre critic, scholar and political activist  Jan Kott is quoted as saying ‘when we 
want realism, we do Waiting for Godot’. Many of his works contain brilliantly witty 
moments of dark comedy.  
 
Beckett continued to write into his eighties producing a final piece of prose called 
Stirrings Still in 1988 when he was aged 82. Beckett’s last piece of writing was a short 
poem, 'Comment Dire?' or 'What is the Word'. In 1988 Beckett was admitted to the Tiers 
Temps nursing home and he died there on 22 December 1989, aged 83.  He is buried in 
the Montparnasse Cemetery in Paris, along with his partner Suzanne who passed away 
in July 1989.   
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Charles Donnelly – The Shelley of UCD 
 
 

‘Different from what you’d expect’ 
Charlie Donnelly 

 
Charles Donnelly (1914-1937) was a poet and political activist from Co. Tyrone who died 
in the Spanish Civil War, aged 23, on the 27th of February 1937. He was killed in action 
in the battle of Jarama and was buried beneath the olive trees, where days before his 
death he had said  ‘even the olives are bleeding’.  
 
Charles Patrick Donnelly, known as Charlie, was born on 10 July  1910 in Killybrackey 
near Dungannon in Co. Tyrone.  In 1917 his father, who came from a family of cattle 
breeders, sold the family farm and the family moved to Dundalk in Co. Louth to open a 
greengrocer’s shop. The family built up their wealth through the running of the shop, 
the father’s continued involvement in dealing in cattle and also through  the buying and 
letting of  property.  
 
Donnelly’s mother, Rose, died young in 1927, and this was said to have had a deep 
impact on Charlie.  The family moved again to a house in Mountjoy Square in Dublin, 
where young Charlie, then aged 14,  attended the nearby O’Connell’s boys school but he 
was expelled after only a few weeks. Charlie rarely attended school.  It is said that 
Donnelly ‘spent the next few months wandering the streets of Dublin before his father 
discovered the fact of the boy’s expulsion’.36 Instead of going to school Charlie would 
spend his time reading in public libraries and roaming  the  streets where he witnessed 
the poverty of the Dublin slums.  He read about the labour movement and trade unions 
and in the 1920s joined the Republican Congress, a left-wing  group in Dublin at that 
time.  
 
Donnelly made connections with radical political activists from the IRA and the 
Republican group Saor Eire. His father and aunt managed to secure him an 
apprenticeship as a carpenter, but he left after a year. 
 
Charlie’s father remarried, an interesting woman called Maria Farrelly and she 
recognised Charlie’s intellect. She supported Charlie to go to college and he enrolled in 
in UCD in 1931 to study English, History, Logic and the Irish language. While in college he 

started writing poetry and prose and was published in student magazines. Charlie 

however, despite his talent for poetry and prose, failed his exams and dropped out of 
college in 1934. 
 
Donnelly joined the Republican Congress along with Frank Ryan,  George Gilmore and 
Nora Connolly O’Brien and he became romantically involved with Cora Hughes, a 
republican activist Charlie was imprisoned in 1934 for two weeks for picketing a Dublin 
bakery and this along with his continued involvement with left-wing Republican politics 
led to a split with his father. He moved out of the family home and was forced to sleep 
rough for a while in local parks around Dublin. In 1935 he was imprisoned again for a 
month for assaulting a Garda officer at a congress demonstration. Following the split in 

                                                 
36 http://www.laganpress.co/authors/charles-donnelly 
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the Republican Congress he moved to London in February 1935 where he worked for 
the Republican Congress London branch and found casual work as well as writing 
political articles for various organisations.  
 

Shortly after  the Spanish Civil War started in July 1936, Charlie joined the Irish 
contingent known as the Connolly Column of the International Brigade (led by Charlie’s 
friend Frank Connolly), reaching Spain on 7 January 1937. For Charlie the war was a fight  
between Fascism and democracy. The Connolly column, made up of Irish Republicans,  
was attached to the US Abraham Lincoln battalion. Connolly was promoted to the rank 
of field commander and on 15 February  1937, after receiving only rudimentary military 
training, the Abraham Lincoln battalion was thrown into the Battle of Jarama near 
Madrid. Donnelly reached the front on the 24th of February, and led his troops on a 
frontal assault on Franco’s nationalist army and he was killed in action on 27 February 
1937. Donnelly had lied about his age when joining the International Brigade and 
because of this, his family did not hear about his death for some time. Charlie was only 
23 when he was killed in the battle of Jarama (with three bullets to his body), days after 
whispering to a friend ‘even the olives are bleeding’ 

Donnelly is the author of a small number of poems which showed immense promise and 
the collection of his work was published in Donnelly: Life and Poems in 1987. In 2008, on 
the 71st anniversary of his death, Donnelly was commemorated with the unveiling of a 
plaque in his alma mater, UCD, organised by UCD students, the Donnelly family and the 
School of English.   

In 2020 as part of the Dublin Arts and Human Rights festival, artist Mary Moynihan 
invited John Scott, a choreographer and Artistic Director of Irish Modern Dance Theatre,  
to create a dance piece for inclusion in a new film created by Mary on the stories of 
artists who stood up against Fascism during the Spanish Civil War and WWII. 
 
John is a relative of Charlie Donnelly and he created The Shaman Lament which is the 
opening section from  'Dances for Inside and Outside’, a cycle of works, both large and 
small, created by John Scott since the beginning of the Covid-19 Pandemic . The dancers, 
from diverse backgrounds but all identifying as Irish, begin, separated and masked, by 
meditating on their current reality of living during a Pandemic, of the numbers of sick, 
the limitations, processing the numbers until it becomes a chant of rage and pain. The 
dancers move their hands as if in mediation that also channels fear, spiritual release, 
violence and helplessness.  Mary asked John to incorporate some words into the dance 
that are taken from John Connolly’s poem  ‘At The Dreaming of the Dreams’. The words 
are whispered during the dance,  responding to the worsening international political 
climate and the rise of the far right.  The Shaman Lament from Dances for Inside and 
Outside is performed by Irish Modern Dance Theatre with choreography by John Scott. 
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Margaret Kelly – Dancer and Choreographer 
 

‘I am a character, you know’ 
Margaret Kelly 

 
Margaret Kelly (1910-2004 ) was a dancer from Ireland and the founder and impresario 
of the world-famous Bluebell Girls Dancing Troup. During WWII she regularly risked her 
own life to save her husband and business partner Marcel Leibovici whom she hid from 
the Nazis for years because he was Jewish and living in Paris during the occupation.  

 
Kelly was born in Dublin on the 24th of June 1910 at the Rotunda Hospital. She never 
knew her parents and was entrusted by a priest to a lady named Mary Murphy who 
brought her up. Mary Murphy was a religious woman, the eldest of three sisters who 
never married and she made her living as a dressmaker. In 1916, they moved to 
Liverpool (to a ‘two-roomed house in Deysbrook Lane, West Derby’37)  and young 
Margaret was enrolled in a convent school. 

 
At a young age, a doctor advised that Kelly should take dance classes to strengthen her 
frail legs. As it turned out, Margaret had great talent. She began dancing professionally 
as a teenager, leaving school at the age of 14 to tour in Scotland with a dance troupe 
called the Hot Jocks, and later moving to Berlin where she worked at La Scala. At 20 
years of age, Margaret was dancing for the legendary Folies Bergère in Paris. At 22, 
Margaret Kelly, or Miss Bluebell as she became known, founded her own dance troupe, 
the Bluebell Girls. 

 
In 1939, she married Marcel Leibovici, a Jewish musician at the Folies Bergère. When the 
Nazis invaded Paris in 1940, Kelly, by then pregnant with her second child, was interned 
at Besancon before an Irish diplomat, Count O'Kelly, secured her freedom. In 1942, 
Marcel was deported to an internment camp. The French Resistance rescued him and he 
returned to Paris where Margaret hid him until Paris was liberated in 1944.  

 
After the war, the Bluebell Girls dance troupe became world famous, performing in 
places as like the Paris Lido and the MGM Grand Hotel in Las Vegas. Kelly recruited and 
trained thousands of Bluebell Girls and Bluebell Boys, with her headquarters remaining 
at the Paris Lido nightclub.  
 
After the death of Margaret’s husband in a car crash in 1961, she took over full control 
of her enterprises, and continued her hands-on artistic management of her dancing 
troupes. She remained the boos and mother figure for the Bluebells until her retirement 
in 1989.  

 
Kelly was appointed an OBE by Queen Elizabeth (1996), and in France she was made a 
Chevalier des Artes and Lettres (1999). Kelly died on 11 September 2004 in Paris. She 
had four children, two sons, a daughter and a son who pre-deceased her. 

 

                                                 
37 Perry, George. Margaret Kelly, Founder of the Bluebell Girls, Obituary, Independent 
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Josephine Alexandra Mitchell 
 
Josephine Alexandra Mitchell (1903-95) was a jazz singer, bandleader and saxophonist. 
She was born in Dublin in 1903. The young girl from Phibsborough developed a zeal 
deemed odd for a female at the time: the saxophone.  She was 11 when she performed 
in her first gig in Dublin. She took her dream across the Irish Sea, visiting England with 
her musician brother Eddie who was performing a series of gigs around London and he 
took Zandra along as a ‘novelty’ act. She adopted the stage name Zandra and in a short 
time she was spotted by a talent scout and asked to join a jazz band. Her parents in 
Dublin sent her a telegraph saying they would disown her if she did not come home 
immediately but she refused and instead she joined the Irena Davis band, the first band 
she signed with, and toured in Switzerland for six months before moving to Germany 
where she signed up with Leo Solinsky.  
 
She was in her early twenties when she settled in Berlin and performed with jazz 
legends including Coleman Hawkins, Jack Hilton and Jean ‘Django’ Reinhardt and played 
with a range of bands as well as forming her own band and travelling extensively 
throughout Europe. She moved back to Germany in the mid-1930s and while she 
continued playing jazz and classical music she witnessed first-hand the transition from 
the artistic freedom of the Weimar Republic to the cruelest excesses of the Nazi regime. 
In 1939, she sent her parents a letter discussing the government’s closing down of dance 
halls and banning music.  
 
According to a radio documentary on Zandra’s life story called ‘Zandra: A Sentimental 
Journey’, made by Irish journalist Mark McMenamin and broadcast in 2015,  the Third 
Reich heavily controlled the type of music that was allowed to be played in Germany at 
the time with rules for jazz bands saying that no ‘Jewish lyrics’ or ‘negroid sounds’ could 
be heard as the Nazis were determined to remove the influence of what they perceived 
as ‘inferior races’, so that music would be pure ‘Ayran’. Zandra was one of only forty 
Irish citizens who remained in Germany during World War II but she eventually wed a 
Belgian man in a marriage of convenience in order to get out of Germany. She had 
hoped that the war would end soon and she could remain living in Germany and that 
her parents would come and visit. As the Soviet Red Army advanced on Berlin, Zandra 
was forced to flee and entered into the marriage of convenience with a Belgian man and 
as a couple they were given a letter of support by an American serviceman who asked 
for permission for Zandra and her husband to be allowed to leave Berlin. Towards the 
end of the war Zandra made a living by performing for Allied troops and two tunes 
constantly in demand by the troops were ‘Sentimental Journey’ and ‘Blue Moon’. 
 
According to the radio documentary, while in Germany Zandra gave birth to a daughter 
whom she named Constance Alexandra. She was not married and her boyfriend would 
not stand by her and so, after the birth she left her daughter with a Russian family to 
mind. This was the start of a very complex period in her life. Zandra was frequently away 
touring and at a certain stage when the child was around four the father returned and 
claimed the child. 
 
Zandra did not tell people about her child and it was only publicly known when she died 
at the age of 93 and left money in her will to her daughter. When Zandra returned to 
Ireland in 1946 she lived in Dublin for a brief period before she settled in Rossnowlagh, 
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County Donegal living in her family’s holiday home. She lived a reclusive lifestyle, 
however she had a small number of close friends and played some gigs in Donegal and 
Sligo in the 1960s and 1970s and is still fondly remembered by local musicians who also 
played at the time. She died on 23 November 1995 and is buried in Glasnevin Cemetery, 
Dublin.  
 
Mark McMenamin found out about Zandra’s story through a postmaster in his native 
Donegal, a man called Michael Gallagher who was also a musician and became a good 
friend of Zandra in the 1980s. They shared a strong interest in music and he inherited 
Zandra’s collection of memorabilia. According to the documentary Zandra lived alone, 
smoked Woodbines and liked a glass of wine. As part of his work in researching the 
documentary Mark McMenamin attempted to make contact with Zandra’s daughter but 
was unsuccessful. However he believes she survived the war. Zandra never attempted to 
find her daughter, whom she named Constance Alexandra, but left her about £3-4,000 
in her will when she died in 1995.  
 
Zandra ended up as a recluse, living in the basement of her house and had only a few 
close friends.  She told Michael Gallagher she didn’t want her story to be told until after 
she died. Zandra’s letters are the only known correspondence of an Irish person living in 
Berlin during World War II. Mark McMenamin’s documentary was aired on RTÉ Radio’s 
Lyric FM at 7pm on Christmas Day 2015 and people can listen to the documentary on 
https://soundcloud.com/the-lyric-feature/zandra-a-sentimental-journey 
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Stories from Germany 
 
Gerda Taro – Artist as Witness 
 
Gerda Taro (1910-1937) was born Gerta Pohorylle to a middle-class Jewish family  in 
the industrial city of Stuttgart in Southern Germany and was educated in Leipzig. She 
became a celebrated war photographer, in fact, one of the first, and died in Spain 
while covering the Battle of Brunete as a photographer during the second year of the 
Spanish Civil War. According to Magnum Photos Taro was the first female 
photojournalist to be killed on the frontline.  
 
Taro, who was Jewish, left Germany for Paris in 1933, when Hitler became Chancellor. 
Germany was experiencing extreme economic, social and political upheaval, and anti-
semitism was rife. As the far-right grew in Germany, Taro became involved in left-wing 
politics. In March 1933 the National Socialist party was established and Taro was 
arrested for distributing anti-Nazi leaflets in Leizpig.  Soon after she emigrated to 
France along with thousands of other political and intellectual exiles who were seeking 
refuge from the growing Nazi threat.  
 
The next year, Taro met Robert Capa, then known as André Friedmann. They became 
lovers, and as she promoted and captioned Capa's photographs, he taught her 
photographic techniques.  
 
Taro and Capa struggled to make a living at first, as their family names, Pohorylle and 
Friedmann, marked them as Jews and immigrants. They both adopted new names, 
Taro and Capa, the latter's photographs began to sell. In 1936 the couple went to 
Spain shortly after the outbreak of civil war, with the resistance to Franco's fascist 
rebellion providing a personal cause inspiring their determination to provide visual 
documentation. By now building her own professional reputation as distinct from 
Capa's, Taro's personal commitment to the republican cause in Spain continued to 
grow.  Taro had gained popularity with the republican troops as she became 
increasingly committed to bearing photographic witness to their cause, even as it 
became more and more advisable to stay clear of the frontlines. 
 
Despite warnings from Capa and others, Taro went nonetheless. Having run out of film 
she hitched a ride on a car transporting injured soldiers—the area took fire from 
enemy aircraft and she was seriously wounded by a tank that had reeled out of 
control. Although still alive when she was transported to a British hospital, she died 
that night. Tara has been  described as 'one of the world's first and greatest war 
photographers'.38 
 

 

                                                 
38 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/19/deathbed-photo-of-war-photographer-gerda-taro-
discovered  
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Käthe Kollwitz – No More War 

 

Käthe Kollwitz (1867-1945) was a German artist known for her Expressionist prints, 
woodcuts and sculptures, and their compassionate portrayal of human anguish and 
hardship, especially during wartime, and with an emphasis on women and the working 
class. 'It is my duty to voice the sufferings of human kind,' she once said, 'the never-
ending sufferings heaped mountain-high.' Kollwitz was a lifelong pacifist and her work 
criticising nationalism eventually led to her persecution by the Nazis, although it failed 
to silence her artistic voice. 

Käthe Kollwitz was born Käthe Schmidt on the 8th of July, 1867, in Königsberg, the 
historic Prussian city now known as Kaliningrad in Russia.  Käthe’s parents had socialist 
views and they passed these views on to their children alongside a love of the  arts.   

By age nineteen Kollwitz had enrolled in a painting class at the Berlin Academy for 
Women Artists (Berliner Künstlerinnenschule). She met her brother's friend, a medical 
student named Karl Kollwitz, and she was to become engaged to him while studying the 
next year at the Academy for Women Artists in Munich. After a seven year engagement, 
they married in 1891, setting up house in an apartment in Berlin at the same address as 
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Karl's practice. She would live there for more than fifty years.  Karl was a socialist and he 
dedicated his medical work to the care of the poor of Berlin. They have two sons, Hans 
and Peter.  

Kollwitz was drawn to working-class life in her work, coming to form a deeper respect 
and compassion through her interaction with those her husband treated. The premiere 
in 1893 of Gerhart Hauptmann's ground-breaking play, The Weavers (Die Weber), 
provided a seminal touchstone for Kollwitz, in its theatrical portrayal of Silesian weavers 
and their unsuccessful revolt in 1844 against the tide of the Industrial Revolution. Käthe 
went on to create her own interpretation of the suffering of the working class through a 
cycle of lithographs and etchings on the weavers theme. The cycle was exhibited publicly 
in 1898 to widespread praise although official recognition via the gold medal of the 
Große Deutsche Kunstausstellung in Berlin was rejected by Kaiser Wilhelm II, who 
suggested that women could not by definition be sufficiently worthy of such honours. 
Two jury members of the German Art Exhibition in Dresden saw to it that she was 
recognised with a small gold medal in 1899. In 1901 she became the only female artist in 
the avant-garde Berlin Secession group  (Die Sezession), a group of artists who 
positioned themselves counter to the conventional art scene. Kollwitz's next major cycle 
was titled Peasant War 1902-08), another popular but failed revolt, which took place in 
German-speaking areas of Europe from 1524 to 1525.  

Kollwitz's younger son, Peter, was killed on a World War I battlefield in 1914; the loss 
affected her deeply and for a prolonged period of time. Having started a monument to 
Peter and his fallen comrades, she destroyed it in 1919. Eventually she began again, and 
The Grieving Parents was completed and placed in a Belgian cemetery in 1932. She was 
the first woman, in 1920, elected to the Prussian Academy of Arts, an honour that came 
with income, work space and a professorship.  

Having become a committed pacifist, Kollwitz, produced a new cycle, titled War, in the 
years following World War I in response to propaganda attempting to reignite pro-war 
sentiment again. Her last major cycle of lithographs was created in the mid-1930s, titled, 
Death, in the form of eight stones. Kollwitz was at the height of her professional stature 
by her sixtieth birthday in 1927 and  had become a  foremost German artist by the time 
the Nazis came to power. The  Gestapo carried out a year-long campaign to get Kollwitz 
to renounce her anti-Nazi stance, which she never did.  Kathe was forced to resign  from 
her position at the Academy of Art as the Nazis threatened to close down the entire 
school if she did not. Her work was removed from museums, and she and her husband 
were threatened by the Gestapo with arrest and assignment to a concentration camp, 
although no further action was taken, no doubt because of her worldwide visibility.  

Käthe’s husband, Karl died on July 19, 1940.  Her grandson, also called Peter was killed in 
action during WWII.  Käthe was evacuated from Berlin in 1943. She passed her final 
months near Dresden, as a guest of Prince Ernst Heinrich of Saxony, and died sixteen 
days before the end of World War II.  

During her lifetime, Käthe established herself in an art world dominated by men by 
successfully developing an aesthetic vision centered on women and the working class. 
The loss of her second son Peter in World War I had a profound impact on her personal 
life and work. She used her work to express mourning and death and Kathe’s famous No 
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More War poster becomes a symbol of resistance to this day. An enlarged version of her 
sculpture Mother with her Dead Son is on display in The New Guardhouse in Berlin as a 
memorial to all victims of war and dictatorship. 

Hanna Höch 
 
Hanna Höch (1889-1978) was a German Dada artist and feminist icon born in in 1889.  
She was one of the most important collage artists of the 20th century. Hoch is best 
known for her pioneering work in the area of photomontage, a type of collage created 
by pasting together different images that are a photographic reproduction pulled or cut 
out of printed material such as commercial magazines, popular journals or newspapers.  
 
Höch lived in Berlin and was active as an artist during Germany’s Weimer Republic from 
the early 1920s to the 1930s until she was branded by the Nazi regime as a degenerate 
artist.  She became a key practitioner of photomontage, drawing upon diverse 
photographic elements in collage for a single work, and became a rare female artist 
active in the Dada movement in the early twentieth century. Her work featured in what 
is considered the first major International Dada fair in Berlin in the summer of 1920.  
Dada art was seen as anti-art, a rejection of original artistic skill  in favour of the use of 
found materials, a criticism of society and a way to subversively question the state of the 
economy and collusions between the military and industrialisation, done through a 
rejection of traditional art and imagery.  
 
Key themes in Höch’s work were shifting gender roles, androgyny, political discourse, 
and feminism. She regularly used her work to deconstruct the image of the ‘new 
woman’ and the changing roles of women in society, and to satirise the German political 
system of the time.  Notable early output by Höch embodying her use of art as political 
statement includes the small sculptural works, Dada Dolls (Dada Puppen) in 1916 and  
Heads of State, a subversive collage of the German president and his Minister of 
Defense (1918-20). One of her most famous newspaper-and-magazine-cutting collage 
works is Cut with the Kitchen Knife Through the Last Weimer Beer-Belly Cultural Epoch of 
Germany (1919-1920). This large-scale montage, her first, is filled with different icons 
and faces, texts and fragments of machinery loosely separated into different areas.  
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Höch’s art was classified as ‘degenerate art’ by the Nazi regime. Despite being  
denounced by the Nazi party in the 1930s she chose to stay in Berlin when other artists 
were leaving the country prior to World War II. During the Second World War she lived 
out her life in a house she had bought on the outskirts of Berlin attempting to stay 
below the radar. After the war she continued to work on art pieces including  Little Sun 
created in 1969 which shows the laughing mouth of Marilyn Monroe hovering over a 
large yellow sun and a hovering fish eye also in the picture.  Höch died in 1978, at the 
age of 88. 
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John Heartfield 
 
John Heartfield (1891- 1968) was a German graphic designer, Dada artist and  anti-
fascist and political collage artist. He was born Helmut Herzfeld in 1891 in Berlin.  
Heartfield trained in arts and crafts in Munich and Berlin and then found work as a 
commercial artist, believing that the ‘purpose of art was not to glorify the artist, but to 
serve the common good’.39 He had been working as a graphic designer for a paper-
packaging company in Mannheim and before the outbreak of World War I, both he and 
his brother had moved back to Berlin. 
 
Heartfield's brother, Wieland, had attended a public meeting organised by the Spartacus 
League against the First World War and the speakers included Karl Liebknecht who was 
an anti-military member of the Social Democratic Party in Germany  and the only 
member of the German Reichstag (German parliament) to vote against World War I, and 
Rosa Luxemburg, a Polish-born German radical activist and anti-World War I 
campaigner.   ‘Because of their role in fomenting a communist uprising known as the 
Spartacus Revolt, Rosa and Karl were arrested, tortured and murdered in Berlin on 
January 15, 1919, by members of the Free Corps (Freikorps), a loose assemblage of 
conservative paramilitary groups’.40   
 
It was against the backdrop of growing unrest that Heartfield, in 1916, Anglicised his 
name from Herzfeld to Heartfield in reaction to a growing German nationalism and its 
concomitant anti-British feeling (with the name legally changed in 1964). In 1917 he 
began working with his brother John in the Berlin publishing house Malik-Verlag, which 
they both ran. Heartfield mainly worked in graphic design for the company and he 
developed three-dimensional, wrap-around book dust-jacket covers.  
 
In 1920, Heartfield worked with other artists to set up the first International Dada fair in 
Berlin. From 1917 on, he  became a key figure in the Berlin Dada movement, and it was 
during this period that Heartfield developed his techniques in agit-prop photomontage. 
Heartfield and his brother, Wieland, published a number of satirical periodicals 
criticising the Weimear Republic. 
 
Heartfield became known as an artist using his art ‘as a weapon’ against fascism, the 
Nazi propaganda of Adolf Hitler’s party and the Third Reich. Through his photomontage 
work he spoke out against the growing threat of the Nazi party in Weimar-era Germany: 
In 1932 John created a photomontage, titled, Adolf, The Superman: Swallows Gold and 
Spouts Junk (Adolf der Übermensch: Schluckt Gold und redet Blech), which appeared 
across newsstands in Berlin on the cover of the AIZ magazine.41 The image depicts Hitler 
speaking with an open mouth and a ‘chest X-ray superimposed over his torso, which 

                                                 
39 https://www.johnheartfield.com/John-Heartfield-Exhibition/helmut-herzfeld-john-heartfield-life/artist-
john-heartfield-biography 
40 Rosa Luxemburg, Polish-German Revolutionary, Britannica https://www.britannica.com/biography/Rosa-
Luxemburg 
41 John Heartfield Germany Artist by Naomi Blumberg, Britannica 

https://www.johnheartfield.com/John-Heartfield-Exhibition/helmut-herzfeld-john-heartfield-life/artist-john-heartfield-biography
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https://www.britannica.com/biography/Rosa-Luxemburg
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reveals an esophagus made of gold coins and a pile of coins in the pit of his stomach’,42 
implying that Hitler changes his ‘supporter’s gold to lies’.43 
 
In 1933 Heartfield narrowly escaped arrest by the SS and was forced to go into exile,  
escaping initially to Czechoslovakia and then England where he was interned several 
times as an enemy alien. He expressed a desire to remain in England, however he 
eventually returned to East Berlin where his brother Wieland was working at a 
university. In East Germany Heartfield was treated with suspicion because of his time in 
England, and was arrested and interrogated several times by the Stasi East German 
secret policy. 
 
John Heartfield died on April 26, 1968 in East Berlin. A large percentage of Heartfield’s 
work is stored under the title of the Heartfield Archive, at the Akademie der Künste in 
Berlin. The artist’s grandson, John J. Heartfield, is continuing to lobby for this institution 
to make Hearfield’s work more widely available.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
42 John Heartfield Germany Artist by Naomi Blumberg, Britannica 
43 https://www.johnheartfield.com/John-Heartfield-Exhibition/helmut-herzfeld-john-heartfield-life/artist-
john-heartfield-biography 
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Bertolt Brecht 
 
Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956) was a German playwright, director, poet, prose-writer and 
theorist, certainly one of the most influential theatre practitioners in the twentieth 
century. 
 
Brecht was born February 10th, 1898, in Augsburg, then within the Kingdom of Bavaria. 
Given that Brecht's work is generally associated with an approach to theatre that seeks 
to encourage a socially and politically conscious point of view—rather than popular 
drama that was entertaining and emotionally distracting.  
 
Brecht subsequently went to Munich University in 1917 to study medicine and science, 
although he also took a seminar on drama. When he was called  into service in 1918, he 
was assigned to a military hospital because of his medical studies. The war ended, so he 
returned to his studies, but also began work on Baal (1918), his first play; he departed 
his medical studies in 1921, to write plays and pursue their production while also serving 
as dramaturg for the Munich Kammerspiele theatre company.  
 
Brecht's second play, Drums in the Night (Trommeln in Der Nacht), premiered in 1922, 
and received enthusiastic praise from Herbert Ihering, an influential critic from Berlin. In  
Brecht adapted Christopher Marlowe's Edward II, upon which he worked with novelist 
and playwright, Lion Feuchtwanger. It opened in 1924 and is said to signal the first 
glimpse of Brecht's concept of epic theatre, a concept of dramaturgy and stage practice 
intended to shatter any illusion of reality, in favour of encouraging the spectator to think 
freely about the social conditions that shaped human interaction. Having asked Valentin 
for his insight as to what soldiers do in battle, the clown told him quite simply that they 
are afraid. Brecht then had his actors chalk their faces in white to symbolise their fear, a 
type of effect that may in its way be seen to epitomise the epic style. 
 
Brecht moved to Berlin in 1924 to work for Max Reinhardt, the celebrated stage and film 
director and theatrical producer. He would go on to work with several other seminal 
figures of early twentieth-century German theatre practice, notably director Edwin 
Piscator, as well as scenographer Caspar Neher, whom he had known since their school 
days, and composer Kurt Weill. By the mid-1920s, Brecht was embracing Marxism, 
leading to his public rejection of all that could be seen as representative of bourgeois 
values and eventually seen, for example, in a cantata, titled, Mahagonny (Mahagonny-
Songspiel, 1927), which grew into a full-blown opera, Rise and Fall of the City of 
Mahagonny (Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny, 1930) with music by Weill. By its 
opening in 1930, the collaborators had already made a statement in 1928 with The 
Threepenny Opera (Die Dreigroschenoper), a satire on criminality and the capitalist 
system, with ballads, based on John Gay's 1728 play (also with ballads). 
 
There is a question mark over the pure authorship of Brecht’s work as many of his plays 
including The Threepenny Opera, the Rise and Fall of the City of Mahogony, Galileo and 
Mother Courage were all written on a collaborative basis with a range of artists 
including Elizabeth Hauptman who was a writer and Brecht’s secretary and close 

collaborator.  ‘Hauptmann contributed to almost all of Brecht’s works between 

1925 and 1933, most notably the plays, including Man Equals Man, The 
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Threepenny Opera, Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny, and Saint Joan of the 

Stockyards’.44 
 
Brecht started a life-long collaboration with the performer and stage director Helen 
Weigel whom he married in 1928.  They would have two children together. Weigel had 
acted in a production of Man Equals Man (Mann Ist Mann) the year before. She has 
been described as one of the most powerful actors of her time and she brought to life 
numerous plays by Brecht.  
 
Brecht left Germany weeks after Hitler came to power, trying to stay ahead of the 
expanding Nazi reach and finally landing in California in 1941. Some of his plays written 
in and after this period amounted to direct attacks on Hitler and Naziism: Señora 
Carrar's Rifles (Die Gewehre der Frau Carrar, 1937), which takes place at the height of 
the Spanish Civil War and is based on J.M. Synge's, Riders to the Sea (1904); Fear and 
Misery of the Third Reich (Furcht und Elend des Dritten Reiches, 1938); The Resistible Rise 
of Arturo Ui (Der Aufhaltsame Aufstieg des Arturo Ui, 1941), first performed in 1958; and 
Schweik in the Second World War (Schweik im Zweiten Weltkrieg, 1944), first performed 
in 1957. Sophocles' Antigone (Die Antigone des Sophokles, 1948) situates the classical 
Greek tragedy in Berlin, where two sisters find their brother hanged as a deserter by the 
SS, and with Creon as a potential Hitler figure. Other works during this remarkable 
period for Brecht include three plays considered at the heart of his oeuvre: Mother 
Courage and her Children (Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder, 1941), The Good Person of 
Setzuan (Der Gute Mensch von Sezuan, 1943), and The Caucasian Chalk Circle (Der 
Kaukasische Kreidekreis, 1948).  
 
A production of Mother Courage in 1949, produced by Brecht in East Berlin and 
featuring Helene Weigel in the title role, has been identified as the true (if not formal) 
beginning of the Berliner Ensemble.  Weigel was a co-founder and became the Artistic 
Director of the company while continuing to act, with Brecht a sort of advisor and 
producer/director. No longer quite the enfant terrible of his earlier chapters, Brecht 
seems never to have lost his sense of rebelliousness. He died on August 14th, 1956.  
Weigel continued in her role as director of the Berliner Ensemble until her death in 
1971. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
44 Practicing Authorship: The Case of Brecht’s Plays, Monika Krause. Published in: Craig Calhoun  and Richard 
Sennett (ed.) 2007: Practicing Culture. Oxford: Routledge. Page 6. 
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Stories from Italy 
 
Adriana Filippi 
 
Adriana Filippi (1909-1982) the  ‘partisan artist’ was born in Turin on 25 September 
1909. She received the Knight of Merit of the Republic of Italy and is remembered for 
her work as a partisan and as an artist documenting the work of partisans during the 
turbulent World War II period of Italian history.  
 
Adriana studied at the Academy of Fine Arts in Florence (Florentine Academy of Fine 
Arts) and devoted herself to oil painting working first as a professional portrait artist and 
then, after a long stay at an alpine hamlet in Piedmont, she worked in landscapes. While 
she was studying in Turin, the city experienced extensive bombing and when her studies 
finished she left with her mother Mariangela and they moved to the Boves mountains.   
 
From 1943 to 1945 she created a body of work inspired by the actions of the Resistance 
and the partisan struggle against the Fascists in the Cuneo mountains of Boves in 
Piedmont during WWII. She worked as an elementary school teacher in Boves which was 
situated about six kilometres from  Cuneo, a city in the Piedmont area of Northern 
Ireland and one of the main centres of partisan resistance against the German 
occupation of Italy.    Boves itself is situated over six kilometres from Cuneo and was the 
scene of a German massacre in 1943 when the Nazis set fire to over 350 houses killing 
dozens of people and Adriana and her mother witnessed this tragedy. 
 
During the war Adriana and her mother tried to help the partisans in whatever way they 
could. Their home was transformed into a small hospital and clinic where Adriana 
helped out. In documenting partisan life through her work as a painter, Adriana became  
witness to the history of the partisans creating images of the landscapes and places of 
resistance where they were active as well as images of the Partisans themselves.  
 
By the time the Allied forces arrived into Northern Italy, they found that many of the 
towns and cities had already been liberated by the partisans. A key aim of the resistance 
was to remove the puppet government in Northern Italy held by Mussolini and to defeat 
the Nazis. At the end of the war, among all those involved in the Resistance, more than 
185,000 were officially acknowledged as partisan fighters, 35,000 of whom were 
women. 45The Resistance movement suffered nearly 29,000 casualties, including 683 
women. 
 
The resistance museum in Boves where Adriana worked as a teacher and painter after 
the war contains a permanent collection of work by Adriana  titled ‘Impressions – 
Moments of Partisan Life’. The collection is composed of 150 paintings and drawings in 
pastels and oils painted from life by Adriana between September 1943 and April 1945.  
Adriana died in Rome on 3 March 1982.  
 
 

                                                 
45 https://www.resistance-archive.org/en/resistance/italy/ 
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Painting of a Partisan by Adriana Filippi 
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Maria Airaudo 
 
Maria Airaudo was born in 1924 in Bagnolo, Piemonte (Villar district).  At the age of 13 
she began working in the Mazzonis weaving and spinning mill of Pralafera, in Luserna 
San Giovanni.  During the Second World War when northern Italy was under Nazi 
occupation, the German army terrorized several Italian villages and cities between 1943 
and 1945. Some of these killings and massacres were carried out as a form of 
retaliations against partisan attacks, whiles others were committed as part of a war 
against civilians that aimed at intimidating and terrorizing the entire population into 
submission. 
 
On December 30, 1943, in San Rocco di Villar Bagnolo, Maria witnessed the capture and 
execution of thirteen civilians carried out in retaliation for previous actions by the 
partisans and in an attempt to ensure the civilian population would no longer offer  
support to the partisans. Maria managed to hide and it was this episode that pushed her 
to actively participate in the Resistance with the battle name Mary. She was 19 when 
she joined the Italian resistance in 1943, and she went on to work as a partisan with the 
105th Garibaldi Brigade ‘Pisacane’. 
 
In June 1940 Maria recalled in written testimony how she was made to listen to the 
speech of Benito Mussolini or Il Duce (the ‘leader’), the Italian Fascist dictator,  as he 
announced the start of the war for Italy saying ‘Fighters of land, sea and air, war is 
declared’ and how she started crying as she was against the war.  
 
During the war she worked in a factor and at one stage was the sole earner for her 
family. She had a love of books and reading and during the early  war years did what she 
could to continue her studies in school. She witnessed the impact of the Boves massacre 
when over 350 homes were set on fire by the Nazis and the killings in Vilnar and to  this 
day she can still hear the echoes of the guns that carried  out the killings.  
 
During her time in the resistance Maria worked alongside male partisans and believed 
that they were the same and it was only after the war that male domination resurfaced.  
After the war she carried out witness work in schools and edited numerous publications 
on the Resistance and acted as  honorary president of the Provincial ANPI (National 
Association of Italian Partisans) in Turin. Maria saw her work in the resistance as a war 
of liberation aimed to removing the Nazis and Fascists from her country. She has  played 
a key role in remembrance and is always ready to talk with groups and schools as an 
active witness in history.  She has also written several poems on the resistance. 
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Roberto Terracini 
 

 
 
 
Roberto Terracini (1900-1976) was an Italian sculptor. He was born in Turn on 6 January 
1900 to a Jewish family. He grew up in Asti with his grandfather, a jeweller and Rabbi. 
After school he was an apprentice in Turin for the sculptor Alloati. He then attended and 
studied in Torino at the Accademia Albertina, where he later also held a professorship 
until 1973 – apart from  the years of persecution of the Jewish people in Italy during 
WWII. He also studied at the English Academy in Rome. 
 
During Mussolini’s Fascist dictatorship Terracini was no longer permitted to work, 
because he was Jewish. His studio in Torino was nearly completely destroyed by 
bombing raids. Only a few pieces of his work were saved with all his drawings lost or 
destroyed.   
 
He and his family had to hide from 1943 to the end of World War II. From 1 December 
1943 to 25 April 1945 he took refuge with his family in Rora in Val Pellice, to escape the 
anti-Semitic racial persecution. Terracini and his family were offered rooms in a house 
cacalled Vërnerèa, located just next to Seitourâ, and which belonged to the Pavarian 
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family. The family risked their lives by offering their rooms as a safe refuge for the 
Jewish refugees who had escaped from Turin and were now refugees on the run. 
 
Terracini’s sculptures, often memorials and tombs, were Renaissance-oriented and  
his activity  as a sculptor, despite the racial laws,  manages to continue during WWII 
thanks to international competitions.  Roberto had to change his identity from Terracini 
to Ferraguti, helped by the Pavarin family  and even during that tragic period, he kept 
secretly painting partisans and moments of rural life.   He had made connections with 
the partisans from the 105 Garibaldi-Pisacane Brigade and he created a range of 
sketches and paintings of the partisans. 
 
Roberto received an Honourable Mention for his work Targa del CONI at the 1936 Berlin 
Olympics within the Art Competitions in the sculpture category . Roberto died in a car 
accident on 15 July 1976 in Turin, aged  76 years.  
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Ettore Serafino – Photographs of the Free Area 
 
 
Ettore Serafino (1918-2012) was  born in Rivarolo Canavese, a small town in the 
province of Turin on 3 September 1918.  His father was an engineer.  Ettore was 
attending the faculty of law at the university of Turin in 1939 when he was called up to 
join the Italian army. He became a second lieutenant in the third Alpine regiment of the 
Italian army’s mountain infantry.  He was sent to fight on the Western front and in the 
Balkans and took part in the army campaign against Greece in 1940 and in the German  
invasion of Yugoslavia.  The regiment was disbanded after the signing of an Italian 
armistice with the Allies in September 1943. In the previous summer of 1943, Ettore had 
graduated in law and afterwards was assigned to the Military mountaineering school of 
Aosta where he was in service around the time of the armistice.  
 
After the  armistice, Ettore  faced a long march across the mountains from Aosta to  Val 
Pellice where he set about organising a group of partisans.  He then joined a  group set 
up by Maggiorino Marcelin, a former ski instructor, who was now commander of the 
autonomous forces of the Chisone valley. In June 1944 Ettore was given the command of 
the autonomous Monte Assietta Battalion, which later became a brigade and operated 
between Susa and Chisone. After this, Ettore then took command of the autonomous 
Monte Albergian brigade  which was active in Val Chisone and in the foothills area.  The 
Val Chisone is one of the Occitan valleys of western Piedmont, situated in the Cottian Alps in 
the Metropolitan City of Turin in north-west Italy. 
 
Ettore was also the official photographer for the partisan unit. Although not a 
professional photographer, Ettore spent time photographing the Italian resistance 
focusing in particular on the establishment of the free zone of the Vale Chisone region in 
the province of Turin.   In March 1945, as part of the reorganization of the Resistance 
forces, Ettore became commander of the 44th Adolfo Serafino Division, named after his 
brother who had fallen in 1944.   
 
Ettore created a body of war photographs that present the journeys of young men who 
joined the partisans and contributed to the struggle against Nazism and Fascism.  The 
photographic collection is today housed in the Serafino family archive and ‘includes 
three albums with about eighteen hundred images taken between 1938 and 1946’46.  
After the war Ettore resumed work as a lawyer in Pinerolo and Turin and also committed 
himself to the activities of the Waldensian Church. He went on to receive several awards 

 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
46 History of an absence. The photographs of the free area of the Chisone valley by David Tabor, December 
2015. E-review. University of Turin, Department of Historical Studies. https://e-
review.it/tabor_storia_di_un_assenza#nt-0 
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Bianca Secondo – Women in the Resistance 
 
One woman who fought with the Italian resistance during WWII against the Nazis and 
the Fascists was Bianca Secondo. Bianca’s story features in a theatre production ‘I Do 
Not Give Up’ which was developed with over fifty women who participated in a series of 
workshops exploring the stories of women active in Italian society from the Resistance 
during WWII and in the ongoing battle for gender equality.  Bianca’s story features in a 
documentary on the work titled  ‘Do Not Be Afraid, Women Who Did Not Surrender’ 
created in 2009 and directed by Cristina Monti and produced by SPI-CGIL Torino, 
Associazione AlmaTerra.47 
 
Bianca Secondo worked as a messenger or ‘staffetta’ for the Italian partisans during 
WWII. She was a member of the Garibaldi First division brigade. As a staffetta for the  
resistance, Bianca was ‘a runner, a courier, a transporter of weapons, a guide’48.   She 
also worked as an editorial staff member for ‘Noi Donne’  (meaning We Women in 
English) for seven years.  Noi Donne is monthly Italian feminist magazine published in 
Rome. The magazine was first illegally published between 1937 and 1938 in Paris by 
Italian women in exile and from 1944 it was officially published in Italy, first in Naples 
and then in Rome. 
 
Bianca was the youngest of six siblings, four boys and two girls. When Bianca was 
fourteen years of age, two of her brothers were already fighting in the mountains with 
the partisans. Bianca’s mother sends her up to the mountains with her sister Angela to 
join their brothers and contribute to the partisan struggle. Bianca's ‘nom de guerre’ is  
Liubitza which means love. 
 
Bianca once described how she was sent up to the mountains to meet the commander 
of the 4th Garibaldi Brigade, and how, as soon as the commander sees them,  he says 
‘ah, two women, they bring only bad luck!’.   Bianca’s reply was to tell the Commander 
that they, the two women, were staying as they were unable to return home and, as she 
says ‘since then I have always been in the Command with them’. 
 
In the mountains, in a place called Montoso, Bianca becomes a partisan relay and takes 
care of the press center. She falls in love with a commander in the Resistance called 
Carlo Polliotti (1921-2001), also known as Nemo. She describes how they made love 
among the pumpkins, which she had used as a ‘desk’, shortly before the liberation.  In 
July 145 Carlo and Bianca marry and their daughter Luciana is born in December 1945.  
 
After the war Bianca and Carlo set about rebuilding their lives. TCarlo worked for the 
trade union movement and then,  as a family,  they moved to live in  Prague from 1964.  
As part of his work Carlo was transferred to the World Trade Union Federation based in 
Prague where he worked as General Secretary of the International Union for Textiles, 
Clothing and Leather. It was here that Bianca and Carlo both experienced the turmoil of 
the Prague Spring. In 1971, they returned to Italy and Carlo took on the role of regional 
secretary of the Valle d’Aosta Chamber of Labour. 
 

                                                 
47 https://www.cinemaitaliano.info/nonaverpauradonnechenonsisonoarrese 
48 A House in the Mountains: The Women who liberated Italy by Caroline Moorehead. Page xix. 
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Both Carlo and Bianca  devoted their time to preserving historical cultural memories 
related to the Italian resistance.  
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The Rise of Fascism and Networks for 
Freedom - By Kilian Cuerda Ros, 
Historian 
 
The totalitarian threat 
        
Because of the atrocities of WWII  and the Holocaust, many countries across Europe 
have direct experience of the impact of totalitarianism.  There were many reasons that 
led to WWII including the growth of fascist ideologies and the active involvement of 
traditional ruling elites in support of Fascism and Nazism in order to defend their 
economic and political interests. Across Europe the growth of the workers movement 
with an increasing demand for equality and democracy was matched by an increase in 
militarism, racism and an escalation of violence and extreme nationalism.  
 
The rise of totalitarianism in Europe prior to World War II took place in a context which 
historians such as Traverso described as a ‘European Civil War’ , where two blocks came 
into conflict with each other. On the one hand, you had forces  such as democrats and 
workers who supported the values and legacy of the Enlightenment in relation to 
democracy and principles of equality, liberty and fraternity while on the other hand you 
had reactionary forces that supported concepts such as futurism and its exaltation of 
violence, or social Darwinist racism and the growth of German Nazism, Italian and 
Austrian fascism, and Spanish Francoism. The growth of totalitarianism during the 1920s 
and 1930s exploded during the Spanish civil war and World War II and was presented as 
a ‘renationalising’ project, aiming to regenerate nations by means of force and creating 
brutal dictatorial states. Democracy and civil society were destroyed and replaced with 
authoritarian leadership and single party control that immediately persecuted all 
political dissent through imprisonment and extermination. Anyone considered 
‘different’ such as Jewish people, homosexuals, gypsys and those with a disability were 
destroyed. 
 
Constructing Anti-Fascist Resistance networks 
 
From an early stage, support and solidarity networks  were set up by people from 
different countries  across  Europe which were under threat from or already directly 
under the Nazi-fascist tyranny. These networks, such as the Comet Lines, would be 
crucial during the Second World War to enable the escape and rescue of persecuted 
people, but also to coordinate the resistance and supply the partisan movements who 
were working against the Nazi occupation. Their gestation commenced before the war. 
For example, in the 1920s we find Italian socialists fleeing from Mussolini’s regime into 
France. However, it was in the 1930s above all that we saw these solidarity connections 
being coordinated and operating with particular potency given the emergence of Hitler 
and his immediate persecution of all dissent and difference in Germany under the 
nascent Nazi regime. In this regard, I would like to highlight the importance that the 
organised labour movement had for the organisation of these  of actions of aid and 
solidarity. It was the trade unions and socialist and social democratic parties, the forces 
gathered together in the Popular Fronts and the communists of the Comintern which 
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were among the first to coordinate the escape of persecuted people from Nazi 
Germany. In this regard, Jewish people were among the first group of people who 
needed to escape from the growing persecution presented by  Hitler and the Nazi party, 
which foreshadowed from the early stages the tragedies and crimes that would soon be 
seen.  Representatives from the Jewish communities of England, the United States and 
other places were involved in the evacuation of Israeli citizens and in their help and 
support, as well as in the public denouncing of the Nazi and fascist atrocities. 
 
One example is the escape of numerous scientists of Jewish origin, who were forbidden 
from working after Hitler came to power. A good example is the physicist and 
mathematician Max Born, among others.  Many others fled because of their political 
affiliation, such as the future German Social Democratic Chancellor Willy Brandt, a 
young socialist activist who would take advantage of his contacts in the shipyards to flee 
by sea to Norway, beginning a journey which took in several European countries. 
 
These two realities converged in a ground-breaking experience: that of the Second 
Spanish Republic and its defence. While in Europe the fascist coups that destroyed the 
nascent republics and democracies were breaking out, and the worker revolutions 
inspired by Moscow were collapsing, in Spain an unprecedented and encouraging move 
towards democracy had begun. The Spanish Republic was thus a primary destination of 
refuge for the persecuted Jews in Europe, whom the country gave shelter to. 
Furthermore, in 1936 the People’s Olympiad was organised in Republican Barcelona. 
This was a response to the Olympics organised by the Nazi regime and hosted athletes 
fleeing persecution. It brought together through sport the democratic and humanist 
values that the official Olympics had lost by compromising and allowing it to take place 
in a racist and militarist dictatorship. In the end, it would not take place due to the 
outbreak of the Civil War. Once the Civil War had begun, with the support of the anti-
fascist and workers' movement, the initiative of the International Brigades was created 
in Europe to defend democracy against the fascist threat. Thousands of volunteers from 
all over Europe flocked to the battlefronts in Spain, in an unprecedented demonstration 
of internationalist solidarity. Many of them were Germans fleeing Hitler, such as Hans 
Beimler and the rest of the Thaelmann Battalion militiamen, the same Willy Brandt, 
Italians from the Garibaldi Battalion, and many more. Many brigade members were also 
Jews, who organised themselves both in order to leave Nazi Germany and to fight its 
fascist allies and defend democracy. The organisational network of the International 
Brigades was led primarily by the Comintern, with some of its most important driving 
forces to be found in Paris and in the French Communist Party. 
 
During the Second World War, the need to escape from territory controlled by the Nazis 
would become a question of survival for many people, both because of their ideology 
and because of their ethnicity, religion or ancestry; or also because they were soldiers 
and pilots who had been shot down or isolated or imprisoned in territory under Nazi 
occupation. 
 
The Comet Line, a clandestine structure to support those fleeing from Nazism, was 
organised. In particular, it assisted allied pilots shot down in occupied territory, and 
provided them with shelter, sustenance, false documentation as well as accompanying 
them to the Spanish border where they would clandestinely cross in order to move on to 
neutral Portugal or British Gibraltar. From there, they could return to Britain to continue 
fighting for freedom. 
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Other similar lines operated, such as the Pat O'Leary Line, a section of the British secret 
services which operated in occupied France, helping persecuted politicians and pilots to 
escape. They would be moved by land or sea crossings through Spain, in a manner 
similar to the Comet Line. This network operated and kept in contact with another group  
organised by the Spanish anarchist Francisco Ponzán, which we will look at later. 
 
 
Spain’s Involvement in the Networks 
 
February 2019 marked the 80th anniversary of the withdrawal of Republican forces  to 
the French border at the end of the Spanish Civil War.  Up to half a million Spanish 
citizens and troops from the People’s Republican army  fled across the border from 
Spain into France in what was known as ‘the retreat’ after the dictator Franciso Franco 
took control and his forces known as nationalists began brutally repressing Republican 
soldiers and sympathisers across Spain. At first the French government opened its 
borders to the Spanish civilians and Republican forces fleeing for their lives from a 
totalitarian regime, many of them crossing the mountains on foot or in carts and trucks.   
However many of the families arriving into France were separated at the border with 
‘women, children, the elderly and the wounded . . relocated to regions across France 
(and) soldiers and able-bodied men were escorted to areas such as the beaches in the 
southeastern towns of Argelès-sur-Mer and Saint-Cyprien, where nothing had been 
prepared. All that had been set up was a perimeter of barbed wire.’    
 
Up to 100,000 men were crammed onto beaches behind barricades of barbed wire with 
very little shelter and resources and many died during the first weeks of this mass 
exodus.  As time went on the men were either interned in camps or attempted to 
emigrate or escape the camps to work in farms and communities across France. Some 
also joined the French Foreign legion and with the commencement of war eventually up 
to 100,000 Spanish workers were involved in the French war economy. When the Nazis 
invaded France many of the Spanish once again found themselves interned or forced to 
march to different areas of occupied Europe and work in foreign work units. During the 
war many Spanish who remained in France were active in the Resistance and in the 
eventual liberation of that country. 
 
Recently, a tribute was finally paid to them by the Spanish state, through the socialist 
president Pedro Sánchez, who visited the concentration camps where they were 
interned, as well as the graves in exile of the poet Antonio Machado and President 
Maneul Azana.  
 
The escape and refuge of thousands of these republicans was one of those first escape 
networks in the face of totalitarianism and the genocide initiated by Franco. There were 
many other examples of escape networks for Republicans persecuted by the Franco 
regime, such as the Stanbrook ship captained by Archibald Dickson that saved a large 
number of republicans from prison and execution as they fled through the port of 
Alicante at the end of the Spanish Civil War.  There were also networks to support the 
evacuation of members of the Spanish Maquis or resistance across the French border 
The democratic political forces in exile, although partly divided and at loggerheads, also 
organised initiatives  of support and evacuation for the  persecuted Republicans, such as 
those that brought so many to a new life in Mexico.  
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There were also networks to support the evacuation of members of the Spanish Maquis 
or resistance across the French border The democratic political forces in exile, although 
partly divided and at loggerheads, also organised initiatives of support and evacuation 
for the persecuted Republicans, such as those that brought so many to a new life in 
Mexico. 
 
However, during World War II, Spain served as a passageway - a difficult and dangerous 
one of course - for those fleeing Nazi brutality. Spain was given the status of ‘non-
belligerent’ first and ‘neutral’ after the Spanish government of the time, despite being a 
genocidal regime and as fascist as its allies Hitler and Mussolini. 
 
There were numerous networks set up for people fleeing from Franco and Spain, and  
networks set up for people escaping from Hitler, with many of the networks  
intersecting with each other. The Comet Line passed through occupied France in order 
to reach the Basque Pyrenees and then moved through Spain down to Portugal so the 
allied pilots who were shot down could be  evacuated from Nazi territory. There were 
also network helping  many Jewish people to escape such as the one through the Lleida 
Pyrenees. This network led to a project to highlight and revive the historical memory of 
these events, "Perseguits i salvats", 1939-1945by the Diputació de Lleida.  There was 
also an organised network with anarchist support. This was the network of Francisco 
Ponzán, a Spanish anarchist activist exiled in France after the Civil War. Based in 
Toulouse, they would organise the crossing of the persecuted through the Pyrenees to 
try to reach Gibraltar, in exchange for resources and weapons. This network would come 
into contact and interaction with the Pat O'Leary network, which was under British 
leadership. Their combined efforts would enable the evacuation of up to 3,000 people, 
through the Catalan Pyrenees, mainly to Barcelona, from where partners inland would 
lead them to Portugal or Gibraltar, and from there to freedom. This network operated 
with numerous collaborators organised in teams on both sides of the Pyrenees. Ponzán 
would eventually be captured by the Gestapo and shot in Toulouse, shortly before its 
liberation.  
 
The role of the European Union today 
 
In Europe in recent times we are witnessing the resurgence of right-wing forces that 
pose a direct threat to the founding values of the EU particularly in relation to 
democracy and  human rights. The European Union is continuing its work to promote 
democracy and equality across Europe while also dealing with the rise of populism and 
issues such as Brexit.  In February 2019, over one hundred  graves in a Jewish cemetery 
in a village near Strasbourg in France were desecrated with Nazi symbols of swastikas 
and anti-semetic slogans spray-painted onto the graves.  This led a number of French 
Jewish people to begin considering migrating to Israel ‘just in case’ . Several far-right 
parties have come to power, such as that of the fascist Orbán in Hungary, where racism, 
extreme nationalism and anti-gypsyism have become law.  Other fascist and neo-Nazi 
forces are thriving in France, Germany and Spain. 
 
Given this situation, we must bear in mind that the identity of the European Union is 
intrinsically linked to democracy and human rights, and that the European institutions 
and democratic forces of the Union must take serious measures to curb the resurgence 
of the fascist and neo-Nazi movements. At an institutional level, the EU needs to 
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strengthen its programmes promoting gender equality, human rights, and historical and 
democratic remembrance. In this regard, raising awareness amongst all citizens of the 
legacy and impact of Fascist regimes is essential to ensure we do not forget nor repeat 
the tragedies of the past.  It is essential that education and information campaigns are 
enacted to promote tolerance and to stand up against hate speech. The EU needs to 
continue to work in partnership with local, regional and national institutions in EU 
member states particularly within the educational system to speak out against 
intolerance and hate speech and to promote a discourse of human rights and to raise 
awareness of the key values of the EU in relation to democracy, equality  and peace.  
The EU also need to legislate against hate speech and hate crimes and to provide the 
necessary legal guidelines and means to stand up to pro-fascist ideologies.  Democracy, 
equality and human rights are non-negotiable and the EU needs to play a leading role in 
ensuring that governments within Europe adhere to human rights values within all 
sectors of society.  
 
The EU can play a key role at an international level to proactively defend and strengthen 
democracy and to support democratic and progressive forces in Europe and around the 
world building solidary, interaction and support.  The EU can play a key role in 
coordinating a continuous  channel of communication and mutual support between 
progressive, democratic forces across Europe and internationally and to continue to find 
ways to stand up for and defend human rights and democratic values.  
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Project Partners 
 
Smashing Times International Centre for the Arts and Equality, 
Dublin, Ireland 
 
The Smashing Times International Centre for the Arts and Equality is an award-winning 
international organization using the arts to promote and advance equality and human 
rights for all. The company implements an annual arts programme and runs a European 
wide network and resource service for the Arts and Human Rights - with over 300 
members across Europe. The company develops innovative, state of the art national and 
transnational projects using creative, multi-disciplinary arts practice to connect citizens 
to the arts, human rights, climate justice and gender equality, working with artists and 
communities to create collaborative art practice in local, national, European and 
international settings. For more information visit www.smashingtimes.ie 
 

Iniciativas de Futuro Para Una Europa Social (IFESCOOP), Valencia, 
Spain 
 
IFESCOOP is a non-profit cooperative collaborating with regional and local Public 
administration organisations (regional government and city municipalities), with social 
partners (trade unions and employers associations), as well as with many other 
institutions and organisations in different fields mainly related to adult education and 
vocational training. As a training provided, IFESCOOP offers tailor made training 
programmes for developing and upgrading skills and professional qualifications of 
workers and unemployed people, thus improving their employment opportunities and 
supporting their personal and professional development. IFESCOOP provides vocational 
training for different target groups, where priority is given to specific disadvantaged 
groups such as migrants, women, disadvantaged people, etc. For more information visit 
www.ifescoop.eu 

 
Consorzio per la Formazione L’Innovazione E La Qualita, Pinerolo, 
Italy 
 
CFIQ is a consortium of 60 bodies representing the local socio-economic context. 
Located in Pinerolo, a little city near Turin, CFIQ started its activities in 1996 as a 
Vocational Training Organization. CFIQ employs about 30 people under a full-time 
contract and co-operates with a wide number of freelancers and independent 
contractors/consultants. Its activities, aiming also at developing training proposals 
attentive to the needs of the territory in which it operates and the labour market that 
characterizes it, are mainly based on the regional plans for training and the main target 
groups to which training is addressed are: young people (professional courses to qualify 
them for the labour market), adult learners (lifelong learning activities) and companies 
(apprenticeship training courses – companies training plans) The main objective of CFIQ 
is therefore to provide training: For the first entry in the labour market; For unemployed 
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workers; For disadvantaged people; For companies. For more information visit 
www.consorziofiq.it 
 

 
Leibniz University of Hannover, Germany 
The Leibniz University Hannover, long form in German Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz 
Universität Hannover, is a public research university located in Hanover, Germany. 
Founded on 2 May 1831, it is one of the largest and oldest science and technology 
universities in Germany. It has nine faculties which offer 190 full and part degree 
programs in 38 fields of study. It was named University of Hannover in 1978. In 2006, it 
was named after Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, the 18th century mathematician and 
philosopher. In 2018, Leibniz University Hannover was adopted as the official English 
name. Leibniz University Hannover is a member of TU9, an association of the nine 
leading Institutes of Technology in Germany. It is also a member of the Conference of 
European Schools for Advanced Engineering Education and Research (CESAER), a non-
profit association of leading engineering universities in Europe. The university sponsors 
the German National Library of Science and Technology (TIB), the largest science and 
technology library in the world.  
The overall aim of the Research Group Civic Education, is to enable both young people 
and adults to acquire key skills and competences necessary for active citizenship and 
participation at all levels of social and political life. The research group offers a wide 
range of teacher in-service and induction trainings covering all aspects of citizenship 
education in teaching and learning. The trainings are offered at university-level to 
students as well as on a national and European level. The Research Group has a strong 
record in developing innovative approaches to teaching and learning, including various 
projects that apply, adapt and test – in concrete learning situations – tools and policy 
approaches. The Research Group consist of 14 researchers and practitioners who focus 
on identifying and developing the integration of the European dimension in teaching 
and learning. For more information visit https://www.uni-hannover.de/en/ 
 

 
Smashing Times International Centre for the Arts and Equality incorporating  
Smashing Times Theatre and Film Company and Smashing Times Youth Arts Ensemble 
Coleraine House, Coleraine Street, Dublin 7, Ireland. 
T: + 353 (0) 1 865 6613   
E: info@smashingtimes.ie  Web: www.smashingtimes.ie 
F: www.facebook.com/smashingtimestheatreandfilmcompany  
T: @Smashing_Times  
I: @smashingtimes  
For more information visit www.smashingtimes.ie 
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