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George Steiner was born in Prague to a family of assimilated Czechs, but he was also proud to 
be Jewish. His parents had a store where they sold musical instruments. He built musical 
instruments. He went to high school in Graslitz (Kraslice, Slovakia) and he learned how to make 
instruments. He played the clarinet and flute there. In 1938, he returned to Prague and worked 
in two instrument workshops.  
In December 1941, at 21, he was sent to the Theresienstadt ghetto. Gideon Klein and his sister 
were there. He says he played “easy” music compared to what they played. He played in a 
group led by Egon Levitch and Dr. Victor Cohen, his teacher. In Terezin, they played in the main 
square every day. Since Victor Cohen was involved in organizing in the ghetto, he was able to 
continue learning and playing the flute, initially in the attic. They played Beethoven quartets 
and Mozart, among others. The piano players included Steiner, Hurst, and Edith Klein. He knew 
Pavel Haas, Pavel Cohen (trumpetist), Felix Weiss (clarinetist and saxophonist), and Karl 
Anschel. He lived in a room with Freddy Mark. Also with him at Theresienstadt were Lederer 
(harmonium) and Albin Glazer (architect). He said that people were saved, not because of the 
music they played, but because they worked in a military factory.  
He helped out during the concert that was recorded for the propaganda movie made about 
Terezin, because he knew how to fix instruments. He also performed in it: he was in the main 
square, but it was not included in all versions of the movie. They worked for three months on 
the opera Caesar in the Terezin ghetto. When he would fix instruments in the ghetto, he could 
send letters to acquaintances and his parents. He wrote to his parents that he plays a 
saxophone that doesn’t play well, and in return he would receive packages that included parts 
that enabled him to fix the instruments. He got a lot, spiritually, out of music in the camp. It 
helped people survive. For each rehearsal, they got some bread, sugar, and margarine—that 
also helped. They did not suffer physically. There were would quiet periods.  
He was in Theresienstadt until the middle of October 1944, until the final transports to 
Auschwitz, which began in September/October. Every three days there was a transport. When 
he got to Auschwitz, he initially worked fixing instruments and playing the flute in the 
orchestra. Ten days later his teacher, Dr. Cohen, arrived, and since there was only one flute and 
Dr. Cohen was a better player, he was kicked out of the orchestra. He says this saved him since 
he was put on a transport that went to Germany where he worked in a workshop.  
After the war, he lived in Prague until 1949. In 1971, he went to the Israeli Embassy in Vienna 
and asked for a visa. He then immigrated to Israel. 
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