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Chapter Eleven

Earwitnessing: Sound Memories
of the Nazi Period
Carolyn Birdsall

One ought to speak of events that reach
us like an echo awakened by a call,
a sound that seems to have been heard
somewhere in the darkness of past life.
(Benjamin 1978, p. 59)

Introduction
There is a tendency to think of sound souvenirs, whether recorded sounds, music,
or song lyrics, as having the ability to produce memory effects in the listeners.
Sound technologies, too, are often conceived as “metaphors of memory” and new
technologies can generate nostalgia for superseded formats (Draaisma 2000). In
these instances, the construction of sounds as offering traces of the past depends
on external, physical objects. In what follows, however, I propose to examine the
role of sound within personal and social contexts of remembering. Despite recent
attempts to address witnesses as embodied subjects (Brison 1999; Young 2003),
the common conception of the eyewitness upholds the notion of an observer who
experiences and remembers in visual and semantic terms. In contrast to the visualist associations with witnessing, this essay engages with the concept of earwitnessing. Against this background, “sound souvenirs” will not only be explored in
terms of nostalgic sound memories, but also in relation to traumatic events.
In 1977, Raymond Murray Schafer defined the earwitness as an author who
lived in the historical past, and who can be trusted “when writing about sounds
directly experienced and intimately known” (1994 [1977], p. 6). Schafer’s understanding of the earwitness endorses the authority of literary texts for conveying an
authentic experience of historical sounds. Accessing knowledge about the past, as
Schafer saw it, should help to raise consciousness about the threat posed by indus-
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trial urban soundscapes to listening skills. Around the same period, German-language critic and author Elias Canetti also conceived of earwitnessing as a key
mode of experiencing and remembering. The earwitness, as Canetti rendered it in
Der Ohrenzeuge (1974), has more confidence in sounds heard and spoken than in
images or visuality. Canetti’s earwitness can be read as an exaggerated stereotype
of a passive listener who “forgets nothing,” sneaks around and stores information
for the purpose of incriminating others. Both accounts present the image of an ideal earwitness. Schafer’s earwitness can testify to rich and complex historical
soundscape, while Canetti’s earwitness is capable of an exact reproduction of
sound memories. However, Schafer’s conception of earwitnessing in literary accounts sustains a fantasy of immediate access to the past sounds. Canetti’s ironic
caricature, by contrast, mocks the notion that remembering allows unmediated
access to the past. In his four autobiographical works, Canetti also sought to highlight both the selectivity of remembering and the amplification of certain memories over time (Canetti 1977, 1980, 1985, 2005).
My main concern in reexamining the earwitness is to explore how remembering and witness testimony are informed by auditory experience. The analytical focus in this essay is on the various ways in which elderly people in the German city
of Düsseldorf recall and produce sound memories when questioned about life during National Socialism (1933-1945). The oral history interview is offered as an
important method for elucidating how earwitnesses perform, remember, and perceive the role of sound in mediating past experience. I will partly draw on the
theoretical framework developed by cultural geographer Ben Anderson, which
highlights the role of sound in embodied processes of remembering, with interdependent categories comprising both the personal and social (Anderson 2004). I
engage with these categories to address three main instances when participants engaged in unconventional physical acts that broke out of the usual narrative coherence of the interview context. By paying particular attention to the example of
wartime bombing of German cities, I focus on how body language and soundmaking are prompted into action when a verbal description of traumatic events
proves difficult. These discussions will work towards a consideration about how
sounds of the past can be constituted as “echoes” in the present, both in terms of
interviewee sound memories and broader cultural narratives concerning social
memory and identity.

Performing Memory and Earwitness Experience
One of the main considerations for my examination of embodied practices of remembering is to what degree memory, as a creative and dynamic process, is nonrepresentational. For these purposes, I have adopted an oral history methodology
in order to approach the interactions of auditory experience and memory in ear-
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witness testimony. Unlike written forms of autobiographical narrative or interview transcriptions, the performative and interpersonal qualities of the interview
highlight the vocal sounds and physical motions that emerge when individuals
engage in remembering. Nonetheless, as Joan W. Scott stresses in “Evidence as
Experience,” historians should avoid treating experience as a privileged category
existing outside of discourse (1991). Experience cannot be separated from discourse, Scott argues, since “language is the site of history’s enactment” (p. 777).
Scott invites historians to examine the ways that experience is equally constructed
by discourses as it is by social practices, and thus to pay attention to the production of sensory perception. In the case of my interview project, it must be stressed
that National Socialist propaganda also played a significant role in shaping
attitudes about auditory perception and conceiving Germans as earwitnesses participating in and belonging to a Volksgemeinschaft (national community). Emphasis was placed on the auditory in official rituals, within youth organizations,
and the education system. Conversely, one notable impulse in Nazi propaganda
was the rejection of music and sound created by groups deemed to be outside the
acceptable social order. Such discourses generated a dichotomized view of sounds,
delineated as harmonious, intimate, and socially acceptable on the one hand, and
degenerate, chaotic, and discordant on the other (Kater 1992, pp. 33-49).1
When conducting oral history interviews in Düsseldorf, I was particularly interested in gaining a better understanding of the sounds and rhythms of everyday
life during Nazism. The interviews were recorded in the local Ratingen Archive
using a Minidisc recorder with a small lapel microphone. I conducted interviews
with thirty individuals born mainly between 1920 and 1935 and visited a local
seniors group for women.2 Most interviewees grew up in lower- to middle-class
households and experienced Nazism as children or young adults. The questions I
posed can be divided into two categories. The first concerned biographical information, including questions about childhood, family, school, and routines. The
second set of questions focused on memories of sounds in everyday life, including
those about radio and other audiovisual technologies. Upon the completion of the
interview, I talked with the participants about how they felt about this exchange,
which was followed by a debriefing with an archive staff member, who accompanied them from the interview room.
One common factor across all interview participants is that they were explicitly engaged in narrating their autobiographical memories during the last phase of
their lives. In the exploration of sound memories, it is important to acknowledge
the ways that this remembering is filtered through one’s present day situation and
the influence of the intervening sixty years since 1945. The interview testimonies
do not only reflect a temporal interval, but also a politics of memory. In the 1970s,
psychologists Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich coined the phrase “the inability to mourn,” arguing that Germans had repressed their Nazi past and their
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attachment to Adolf Hitler (1975). From the 1980s on, alongside concerns with
Vergangenheitsbewältigung (coming to terms with the past), a growing number of
scholars recognized an emerging “memory boom” in relation to Germany’s Nazi
past (Friedländer 1993; Winter 2001). Following the Historikerstreit (Historians’
Debate) after 1987, these debates gained momentum in the wake of accusations of
revisionism and of interpreting the place of the Holocaust in Germany’s larger historical narrative. In the decade following the 1990 reunification of Germany, another trend emerged in public discourses and the cultural sphere, namely the debates about acknowledging German civilian suffering during World War II
(Sebald 2003 [1997]; Friedrich 2002).
These recent developments in German public debates and popular discourses
were critically investigated in the recent publication Opa war kein Nazi (Welzer,
Moller, and Tschuggnall 2002). A team of oral history researchers conducted interviews across three generations of German families to explore how personal experience during Nazism had been absorbed into “normal” family narratives. To
document this process, the researchers developed an interview methodology
where they showed their participants film sequences from ten amateur films and
three propaganda films. The use of visual materials was vouched for as a useful
strategy for involving children and grandchildren, who experienced Nazism primarily as it was mediated through popular culture and stories. Moreover, this
process of negotiating family memories about the Nazi period was described in
terms of a “virtual family photo album” (p. 14). However, this primary focus on
visual stimuli for prompting remembering seems insufficient. The preconception
that photos and films are a neutral method for encouraging a process of remembering may overlook the selectiveness or manipulation inherent in these artifacts.
Nonetheless, I do not mean to suggest that sound memories are less selective than
those prompted by visual stimuli. In contrast to visual memories, sound tends toward an indexical relationship to remembering. In other words, rather than fix a
determined linear narrative or image, sound can be drawn upon to prompt certain
moods or feelings. The value of examining sound memories is that they can encompass both individual and group uses of sound for creating a sense of the past.
Sounds can be actively used for memory recall or can unexpectedly evoke associations with the past, yet these sound memories do not necessitate an exact reproduction of those past sounds (Moores 1988).
Recent scholarship in cultural geography offers an important theoretical contribution for the study of everyday social and embodied practices. Nigel Thrift’s
theory of practices, called non-representation theory, tries to account for the role
of the body and senses in constituting “our sense of the real” (Thrift 1996, p. 7;
Thrift 2004). Rather than examining symbolic or semantic representations, Thrift
focuses on the ways that action-in-context elucidates embodied skills, performativity, and social relations. As Thrift does not explicitly address the relationship of
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bodily practices to sound and remembering, I draw on the work of fellow geographer Ben Anderson, whose field work examines recorded music and everyday acts
of remembering in domestic spaces, including at home or inside the car (Anderson
2004).3
In Anderson’s theorizing about how sound and embodiment engage with social
practices of remembering, he establishes three categories: habit memory, involuntary remembering, and intentional remembering. In the following sections I will
elaborate on these three categories, testing their applicability to the most prominent sound memories enacted during my oral history interviews about the Nazi
era. The first category, habit memory, will be discussed with respect to embodied
skills and acquired habits. Secondly, the role of sound in intentional acts of remembering will be situated in terms of creating a sense of continuity and group belonging. Finally, reenactments of traumatizing sounds will be introduced as the
most striking example of the third category of involuntary remembering.

Habit Memory and Embodied Skills
Ben Anderson argues that the accumulation of embodied skills “enables the ongoing conduct of everyday life” (Anderson 2004, p. 6).4 Habit memories are acquired through the repetition of actions, often until they are internalized as intuitive or automatic mechanisms. These corporeally inscribed habits suggest that
the past continues to form part of the present in the form of lived and embodied actions. According to this definition, Anderson conceives embodied skills as the way
that memory is performed by the body, whereby certain features of particular musical experience or sound technology become normalized. One example he cites of
contemporary habit memory is the knowledge of how to operate a CD player or to
retrieve a CD from its cover. The repetition of such culturally specific gestures and
codified physical actions form an integral part of what becomes our habit memory.
During my oral history interviews, many of the elderly people tried to convey
how they had experienced the punitive nature of the Nazi school and social system, often leaping out of their chairs or raising their arms to demonstrate how they
had to perform the “Heil Hitler” salute. Several began to stamp their feet to march
out the timing of walking, while on occasion, others sang out the lyrics “Die Fahne
hoch…” from the national anthem.5 This habit memory involves moments where
the past is reencountered in the present day by means of both sound and performative gesture. The presentness of the past in such moments of habitual remembering, and the uses of gesture to convey memory, make a good case for Anderson’s
emphasis on sensory “acting out” in the process of remembering.
Acquiring habit memory can be seen as a social(izing) process that begins in
childhood, involving not only the physical positions and habits taught to children,
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but also the process where attitudes about auditory perception and sound were
conveyed. As such, it suggests an aural contract created by the repetition of certain
sounds and music in Nazi pedagogy, performed in close conjunction with codified
physical actions. Even though discipline and order were also a firm part of an earlier Wilhelmine education system and family tradition, the political influence and
pedagogical disciplining of children’s bodies under Nazism was unprecedented
(Stargardt 1998). In the months following the Nazi political takeover in 1933, the
daily routines and school program of students were reorganized around a new set
of rituals. Each morning, ten minutes before class, students assembled for a ceremony in the playground, where uniformed Hitler-Jugend (Hitler Youth) members
in uniform hoisted their flag above the school playground, requiring all present to
sing the national anthems and perform the Heil Hitler greeting.6 Students were
also required to give the official greeting at the beginning and end of all school lessons by standing up and raising their right arms in the air.
Even if students did not always comply with official procedures, these practices
reflect a schooling in a specific repertoire of collective rituals. School routines not
only required their bodies to take on codified positions within a group, but also
created an aural-oral feedback by confirming individual voices within a collective
“affirmative resonance” (Epping-Jäger 2004; Birdsall 2007a). Alongside the active performing of rituals, students were exposed to a range of media products at
school, which required them to sit still and pay attention to propaganda radio
broadcasts, film footage, and sometimes gramophone records.7 The routines in
schools and youth organizations thus operated on a two-fold process, through sitting still and paying attention to audio-visual propaganda material on the one
hand, and the active performance of rituals, with prescribed conventions and codified gestures on the other (Gauger 1943).
The experience of Nazi pedagogy therefore remains a major component of my
interviewees’ corporeal or habit memory. It is usually difficult to subject habit
memory to radical change, which is why it can be so easily recalled and performed.
According to Henri Lefebvre’s conceptualization of habit memory, the historical
specificity of childhood socialization or “dressage” even determines the way one
walks down the street (2004 [1992], p. 42). Lefebvre argues that this constitutes
the formative way in which an individual takes on the identity of the society acculturating them. Habit memory, however, should not be conceived as a completely
determined process, but one with the possibilities for gradual change and elements
of individual agency. This brings me to the second category, “intentional remembering,” which involves more negotiations between the individual and social in
present-day acts of recall.
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Intentional Remembering
Intentional remembering tends towards a standardized usage and meaning attributed to auditory or musical experience, whether by playing recorded music or engaging in group singing. Anderson describes this category in terms of the “deliberate use of music to recollect, reminisce or recreate the content or mood of an
already defined memory” (Anderson 2004, p. 13). It does not actually represent
the past but reflects the use of music to bring up the past as part of a present moment. One particular instance of intentional remembering in my research project
can be found in the way that interview participants drew on a familiar repertoire
of German musical genres, including hit songs from film and radio, folk songs,
military, and party songs.8 During Nazism, songs were a prominent feature across
various areas of social life, and Germans were encouraged to participate in the
collective knowledge of the songs and their lyrics (Bohlmann 2002). Although individual interview participants frequently sang the lyrics of songs, I will focus on a
group setting in this section, since this context offers a vivid example of the social
process of negotiating sound memories.9
The integration of music in social contexts of remembering was strikingly apparent when I was invited to join the monthly meeting of a senior’s group for
women, whose activities are supported by the local council. Most women were
widowed, did not necessarily know other members prior to this meeting, and were
of a similar age range to my individual interviewees. During several intervals, one
member would begin humming a folksong as a prompt for the others before the
whole group broke into song. I was initially surprised by these outbursts of song
which appeared unexpected. Nevertheless, upon listening to my recording of the
lunch, it became apparent that the women had chosen songs that all members
could recognize and sing along to. Nor was it the first time that the women had
sung these songs together. Rather, as an organizer later explained, this “spontaneous” group singing was already established over a longer period of group meetings. This particular social context of intentional remembering relied on shared
codes that were likely to be appropriate and accessible for others in the meetings.
The traditional and folk songs sung by the interviewees included “Auf der Heide blüht ein kleines Blümlein,” “Alle Vögel sind schon da,” “Im Märzen der
Bauer,” and “Die Mai ist gekommen.” Many of the traditional songs, including
German genres of Abendlieder, Heimatlieder, Wanderliede, or Fahrtenlieder,
date back to the nineteenth century and earlier, but were adapted or employed for
ideological purposes during the Nazi era. Maria S. (*1926), for example, brought
a CD with well-known music to the seniors’ meeting:

175

176

earwitnessing

We sang these songs as children – they are Volkslieder and are still sung today:
“Das Wandern ist des Müllers Lust,” “Bin ein fahrender Gesell,” “Wir sind
durch Deutschland gefahren....” (my translation)

Maria S. went on to tell that she belongs to a weekly walking group and suggested
that all members are able to join in their singing, since everyone learned these
songs at home or in youth groups during the 1930s and 1940s. Such opportunities
create the possibility for personal individual memories to be integrated into a present social context. These musical genres provide a sense of continuity and authenticity, not least because the lyrics usually endorse a certain nostalgia for the positive aspects of the past. It is not necessarily the content of these songs that differ
from other European folksongs, but rather their ideological appropriation and
use for political purposes, such as youth group meetings and official rituals during
Nazism. For elderly interviewees like Maria S., folk songs provide a shared and
stable reference point, which they usually described as “non political” and thus as
legitimate sound memories of their childhood during Nazism. The engagement of
interviewees in an intentional mode thus highlights how both personal and social
dimensions of remembering are drawn upon in group situations.

Trauma and Earwitness Testimony
Ben Anderson’s final category, involuntary remembering, approaches the unexpected ways that sounds of the past can be reencountered in interviews. These
brief, unsolicited traces of the past, linked to memories of sound, can be experienced momentarily as occurring in the present. Anderson likens such memory
traces to Marcel Proust’s notion of memoire involuntaire, suggesting that involuntary memories cannot be planned or anticipated, nor can they be repeated exactly
(Proust 2002 [1913-27]). They enable the past, as he says, to be “re-encountered
primarily as a value, unsystematic, attitude and mood” (p. 12). In the case of my
interviews in Düsseldorf, the most striking example of such sensory triggers was in
relation to the sounds of bomb attacks on civilians during World War II.10 One interviewee, Theresa B. (*1925), who had never spoken at length about the events of
her past, became increasingly emotional when interviewed. When Theresa hears
alarms or emergency sirens in the present day, she experiences panic and has to
hold her chest before reminding herself that it is no longer wartime. This example
shows a strong resemblance to the Proustian understanding of involuntary remembering, insofar as an external sensory impulse (sound) has the effect of triggering fright or shock, due to the acoustic similarities between present-day alarms
and World-War-II air raid sirens.
By contrast, another interviewee reported a second form of involuntary remembering, which indicates almost the reverse phenomenon. When Jenny E.
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(*1923) experiences a shock in the present day, she can only speak in Plattdeutsch,
a German dialect she has not used since the mid-1940s. Unlike the previous example of hearing a present-day acoustic signal like sirens, Jenny’s experience of shock
seems to invoke or reconnect with her earlier exposure to traumatic events. Moreover, in this case the traumatic memory triggers a sonic response, having the effect
of temporarily altering her present-day speech patterns and accent.
In this context, it is interesting to note a third variation on involuntary remembering. The interview process itself often prompted an affective reencounter with
the past by invoking sensory reminders of earlier sounds, such as the Allied bomb
attacks on Düsseldorf. For example, Gerhard R. (*1934) expressed surprise when
recalling his memories of sounds. “The memories are coming back to me as I talk
about them now,” he said, “and they’ve been buried inside me for a long time.” In
the course of talking and reflecting on his childhood, Gerhard observed that the
sounds were “now ringing in my ears.” This is suggestive of how an oral-aural
connection is produced in the process of responding to questions about past
events.
Lastly, another instance of involuntary remembering occurred with the use of
vocal sound effects in the moments when interviewees could not easily integrate
(traumatic) events into their verbal narratives. Indeed, when talking about their
memories of World War II attacks on German cities, most interview participants
were able to describe the sirens and precautions taken for air raids, but often could
not describe the actual event of bombings. Instead they used their arms to act out
the flying over of planes and used their voices to mimic the sounds of bombs exploding. There were certain routines associated with the bomb raids that were easily described by interviewees, such as the sounding of alarms, waking up, getting
dressed, and going to a bomb shelter. Accounts of these routines were integrated
without difficulty into a narrative. The bomb attacks themselves, by contrast, did
not follow such a schema, occurring at a varying frequency, duration and time of
day. When it came to describing these events, many interviewees performed the
sounds of sirens and the explosions of falling bombs, as though occurring in the
present moment, with exclamations like “Here comes another one,” or “The rumbling bombs are coming in waves and the ground trembles.”
Such moments, when the past “spills” into the present, suggest a lack of control
or integration of the event and may point to a trauma: Traumatic events have been
defined as those outside the normal realm of human experience, which are “not
experienced fully at the time” (Caruth 1995, pp. 3-4). One consequence of traumatic events can be the inability to create coherent narratives about them or the
repetitive “acting out” of unassimilated trauma. Trauma in witness testimony
thus constitutes not only a disrupted state of consciousness, but also an inability to
own the experience of the event (Van Alphen 2002). While the sounds associated
with bombings, such as sirens, were referred to as memories located in the past,
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the actual event of the bombing was acted out as occurring in the present. The
vivid sensations of traumatic memory offer a stark contrast to the common understanding of memory diminishing with time. Indeed, the basis for discussing
“sound memories” is challenged when traumatic sounds are encountered as part
of the present. This case illustrates how reencounters with traumatizing sounds
can disrupt past and present distinctions, and test the efficacy of language for describing the auditory and sensory inscriptions of a traumatic event.
Scholars have often analyzed the relationship between visual images and trauma (Baer 2002; Saltzmann and Rosenberg 2006; Guerin and Hallas 2007), which
is possibly reinforced by the frequent investments in photography and cinema as
technologies of memory. In her work on Holocaust representation and remembrance, Leslie Morris has stressed the elusiveness of sound, along with its need for
a medium of transmission:
This lack of a frame for the aural, in contrast to the visual, demands that an inquiry into the relationship between sound and memory will be, perhaps, more
speculative and open-ended than the one that examines the visual sphere. (2001,
p. 368)

Since the overwhelming sounds of wartime have left few remaining evidential
traces, unlike photos and film, it would seem difficult to theorize this as (collective) trauma. Moreover, historian Andreas Huyssen has cautioned that there is a
risk of putting “the whole history of the twentieth century under the sign of trauma” (2003, pp. 8-9). There is also a certain difficulty posed by appropriating concepts of trauma at the collective or national level, since they refer to individual
cognitive processes (Pillemar 2004). This concern about the relativization of the
term trauma is well taken. Indeed, most elderly interviewees were able to provide
fairly coherent accounts of their life stories. Nor should it be forgotten that there
was a public acknowledgement of bomb raids, mainly in newspaper depictions of
the Allied enemies as conducting “terror attacks” (Steinacker 2003; Zimmermann 2005). Official Nazi organs also emphasized the braveness and unity of
community in the face of aerial attacks. It would seem that the characterization of
wartime sounds as traumatic is at least partially constituted by the public discourse about Allied bombings, along with postwar representations that have employed the “sonic icons” of sirens to connote air attacks (Flinn 2004, p. 4; Hillman
2005, p. 33).
While interviewee testimonies in the present day refer primarily to the event of
the bombings, these attacks were also a catalyst for the complete breakdown of social life and civil order under Nazism. The extended period between the last war
months and establishment of a postwar Allied administration meant that most
students missed an entire year of their education (Jakobs 2003, pp. 16, 88). For
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children used to the restrictions of Nazi pedagogy and social institutions, the ruptures to social life and routine caused by bomb attacks undermined the whole
worldview established under the regime. Recent social research about children in
contemporary political dictatorships has found that the sounds of bomb blasts
contribute significantly to the trauma children experience during aerial attacks
(Somasundaram 1996, p. 1465). Such trauma is often enhanced by post-attack
conditions, such as material need, displacement, and the disruptions to daily routines and education. On this basis, it seems tenable to emphasize the loss of community and the breakdown of social order as contributing to a specific childhood
trauma associated with the sounds of wartime bomb attacks. Nonetheless, public
discourses and cultural representations of wartime attacks represent an influential factor in designating these sounds of bomb attacks as traumatic.

Conclusion: Echoes of Memory
The act of remembering, as Walter Benjamin observed, might be less like a visual
déjà vu than “an echo awakened by a call” (1978, p. 59). As an echo sounds out, it
usually reflects off different surfaces, causing it to lose momentum or pick up extra
information. As such, the echo allows for the alterations produced by its surroundings. This is one of the reasons why the auditory constitution of self (as
Echo) has been suggested as a counterpoint to the (visual) Narcissus (Spivak 1993;
Scott 2001). The echo also offers a useful metaphor for describing the re-soundings of the past in embodied practices of remembering. Sound memories are not
necessarily predicated on the exact reproduction of past sounds, nor does the earwitness account reveal “how it really was” to the researcher.
By attending to the sound memories produced in interview testimony, this
chapter has attempted to denaturalize a visually biased notion of witnessing. The
relevance of sound memories for a concept of the earwitness is that they reveal
processes of remembering as embedded in both auditory perception and corporeal experience. The oral history interview, moreover, foregrounds acts of listening
and speaking for the construction of life narratives. In addition to the embodied
and interpersonal qualities of the interview context, my case study has drawn attention to critiques about the status of experience in historical analysis. In the context of Nazism, auditory experience must be considered in relation to the influence of public discourses about music and sound as well as the (ideological)
production of sensory perception. These acts of memory, likewise, should be examined against the background of countless cultural representations, extensive
discussions about the status of German memory, and attempts to “come to terms”
with the Nazi past.
My response to the question of earwitnessing has drawn on an adapted theory
of practices or “non-representational theory.” Ben Anderson’s tripartite model
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for practices of remembering provides valuable conceptual categories for approaching the sound memories generated during my oral history interviews. The
first category of habit memory involved the ongoing collective knowledge and embodied skills acquired in childhood during Nazism, both of which could be easily
accessed and performed in the present. In the interview setting, habit memories
were closely connected to social experiences of music and physical ritual. Using
Ben Anderson’s second category of intentional remembering, I emphasized the
ways in which individual sound memories are (re)shaped in a shared context of social remembering, illustrated in the practice of group singing of folk and popular
songs. For the third and final category of involuntary remembering, I explored
how the overwhelming sounds of bomb attacks constituted a vivid component to
the interviewees’ participation in earwitness testimony. I focused on the various
ways that interviewees reencountered sounds of the past associated with traumatic events, whether caused by a sensory trigger in the present day or resulting in effects such as altered speech patterns. In acting out these past events, sound and
physical gesture were employed as a way to convey things that individual interviewees could not express in words. While more work is needed regarding the collective dimensions to sound and traumatic memory, I have drawn attention to the
pervasive effects of wartime bomb attacks for both individuals and community.

Notes
1. It should be noted that this discourse regarding a harmony-dissonance binary is not unique
to Nazism. See, for instance, Forrester’s account of the perceptual basis for the opposition
between harmony and dissonance (2000, pp. 33-49).
2. The individual participants volunteered to be interviewed after an article appeared on the
front page of the regional daily newspaper (Hartleb 2004a). A follow-up article was published six months later (Hartleb 2004b). The first article invited potential interviewees to
leave their details with the Ratingen Archive if they were willing to participate in my oral history project. The decision to visit the women’s group was not an explicit methodological decision, but rather due to an invitation from the group’s organizer.
3. Ben Anderson’s categories correlate respectively with three types of remembering identified
in Bob Snyder’s account in cognitive musicology: reminding (cues a memory response or
habit memory), recollection (involves repetition and is prompted intentionally), and recognition (corresponds to involuntary remembering) (2000, pp. 69-80).
4. Ben Anderson is drawing on the concept of habit memory developed in Henri Bergson’s
Matter and Memory (1988 [1896]).
5. The two official national anthems after 1933 were “Das Deutschlandlied” and the “Horst-Wessel-Lied,” which referred to the death of Horst Wessel, an early Nazi party member in 1930.
On the politics surrounding the German national anthem, see Hermand 2002.
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6. The flag could only be hoisted at schools where over ninety percent of the students were
members of the Hitler-Jugend (“Letter to Principal” in Görgen and Hemming 1988, p. 275).
7. This combination of corporeally inscribed habits with collective singing and “call-and-response” interactions within Nazi pedagogy was reconfirmed in the twice-weekly meetings,
activities, and marching sessions organized by the Hitler-Jugend youth organizations.
8. Elsewhere I have focused on the specific sound memories and practices associated with radio listening during Nazism, with particular attention to Sondermeldungen (special news announcements) in wartime Germany (Birdsall 2007b).
9. In addition to the folk songs in the group setting, individual interviewees also sang lyrics
from military and campaign songs like “Vorwärts, vorwärts” and “Wir fahren gegen Engeland,” along with well-known war songs such as Lale Andersen’s “Lili Marleen” (1939) or
Zarah Leander’s “Ich weiss, es wird einmal ein Wunder geschehen” (1942).
10. In the case of Düsseldorf, Allied bombing over the city began in May 1940 and ended with the
American occupation of the city on 17 April 1945. At the end of the war, more than ninety percent of all housing was damaged or destroyed (Hüttenberger 1989, p. 632; Verwaltungsbericht 1949). The theme of sound-related trauma and the incommunicability of the acoustic
event has also been discussed in recent research on soldier experiences of World War I
trench warfare (Lethen 2005).

181

