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PREFACE

When all is going well, public li-

braries are just an ordinary part of 

everyday life. People visit them in 

the same matter-of-course way 

that they go to work or school. Like 

a local supermarket, libraries re-

spond to needs and demands and 

are places for communication, per-

sonal growth, curiosity and a thirst 

for knowledge. Ideally, they will be 

open to everyone – and indeed, 

even pleasant places to be. In mod-

ern jargon they would be described 

as easily accessible and customer- 

oriented service providers.

That is why, especially these days, 

the decision of the Hamburg 

Bücherhallen – the city’s public li-

braries – to engage with and explore 

their own history during the Nazi 

era is so revealing. And because the 

Bücherhallen are marking their 125th 

anniversary and no such celebration 

can ever take place in this country 

without the institution in question 

critically appraising its own history.

Most importantly, however, because 

it illustrates how totalitarian ideas 

and actions can so readily become 

entrenched in an institution wide-

ly considered to be inclusive and 

empowered. An institution that for 

many people is a trusted place of di-

versity and plurality of opinion.

Frauke Steinhauser’s study charts 

the way in which individuals took 

decisions that disempowered, mar-

ginalised and silenced others. It 

shows how they embarked on this 

route out of obedience or convic-

tion, or because it seemed appro-

priate to do so. And it reveals how 

others – readers and employees 

alike – were affected by these de-

cisions on account of their ethnic 

background or beliefs, or because of 

absurd racist categorisations.

It is the immediacy of the research 

that shines a spotlight on these in-

dividuals and their fallible decisions, 

and above all on the inhuman and 

fatal consequences these decisions 

had.

This study makes an important con-

tribution to ensuring that we see 

and understand the specific mech-

anisms by which totalitarian power 

takes hold in everyday life, whenever 

this may happen – and are able to 

take resolute steps to counter it.

Ansgar Wimmer 

Chairman of the Board 

Alfred Toepfer Foundation F.V.S.
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HOW THIS  
BROCHURE  
CAME ABOUT

In the spring of 2022, a local woman 

contacted the Hamburg Bücherhal-

len. A volunteer in the Stolperstein 

(“stumbling stone”) movement, 

she was researching the fate of the 

Guradze family from Hamburg. She 

and a friend of the family wanted 

a commemorative Stolperstein, a 

plaque, to be laid on the pavement 

in front of the entrance to the for-

mer Mönckebergstrasse branch of 

the library for the family’s daughter, 

Hedda Guradze – along with an ac-

knowledgement from the Bücher-

hallen of their former employee, as 

Hedda Guradze used to work there. 

She was dismissed in 1937 for being 

Jewish, emigrated to the USA and 

took her own life in 1945. 

The Stolperstein was inaugurated 

by Jana Schiedek, Hamburg’s state 

councillor for culture and the me-

dia, in the spring of 2023. Anyone 

who visits the café that is now to be 

found in the temple-like pavilion on 

Mönckebergstrasse may stumble 

over the stone that was laid to com-

memorate Hedda Guradze. 

The commissioning of this com-

memorative stone inevitably raised 

further questions: Were there other 

Jewish employees at the Bücherhal-

len and what became of them? How 

did the Bücherhallen staff, with their 

great affinity with literature and 

education, behave during an era of 

demagogy and  propaganda? 

These questions had only been par-

tially answered in the chronicle “Eine 

Jahrhundertgeschichte” (A Century 

of History), which was published in 

1999 to mark the centenary of the 

Bücherhallen and also explored 

the Nazi period, because the doc-

uments handed over to the State 

Archive were not fully accessible at 

that time. 

This situation changed in 2022 when 

extensive source material became 

available and allowed a more thor-

ough investigation. This brochure is 

an abridged version of “Die Bücher-

hallen Hamburg im Nationalsozial-

ismus” (The Hamburg Bücherhallen 

in Nazi Germany), a study compiled 

by the historian Frauke Steinhäuser. 

She presents the people who worked 

for the Bücherhallen from the 1930s 

to the post-war period, there-

by illustrating how the institution 

that is the Bücherhallen behaved.  

 

Frauke Untiedt  

Library Director of the  

Hamburg Bücherhallen
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Mönckebergstrasse branch, 1925; Bücherhalle Harburg archive

When Reich President Paul von Hindenburg appointed 

NSDAP “Führer” Adolf Hitler as Reich chancellor at 11 am 

on 30 January 1933, the clocks did not stop ticking in 

Hamburg. For most people in the German Reich – apart 

from those who had been carefully monitoring politi-

cal developments in the German Reich and could well 

imagine the threat that was now looming for all those 

whom the Nazis deemed unacceptable – everyday life 

simply continued at first.

It was a Monday, and at midday Richard Ohnsorg opened 

the doors of the library on Mönckebergstrasse in the 

centre of Hamburg – as he did every weekday – to those 

wishing to borrow books. In the working-class district of 

Hammerbrook, chief librarian Julia Curjel did the same at 

the branch there, as did her colleague Lilli Volbehr in the 

Eppendorf district with its greater proportion of univer-

sity-educated residents.

Was the handover of power to the NSDAP even a topic 

of conversation among the staff? Who welcomed this 

development, who was alarmed, who was indifferent? 

Or was it perhaps not politics that was discussed on that 

fateful morning but rather, as is so often the case among 

colleagues at the start of the week, who spent their free 

Sunday in which amusing way? Or  perhaps there was no 

chat at all and everyone who was working at the counter 

or behind the scenes immediately set to work dealing 

with the large numbers of library users.

Given the lack of contemporary sources, we can only 

speculate about the mood that prevailed among the 

staff of the Hamburg Bücherhallen. But one thing is cer-

tain: after 30 January 1933 it took only a few months for 

Nazi policy to dramatically transform the work and lives 

of Bücherhallen staff and library users and establish a 

völkisch (ethnic nationalist), antisemitic dictatorship of 

the written word.

PROLOGUE
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While Richard Ohnsorg and his col-

leagues were continuing to go about 

their usual duties at the Bücherhal-

len on 30 January 1933, their supe-

rior, the library’s Director Wilhelm 

Schuster (1888-1971, member of the 

NSDAP, the National Socialist Ger-

man Workers’ Party, more common-

ly known as the Nazi Party, from May 

1933)1 found himself experiencing a 

surge of new energy. A staunch an-

ti-republican and national conserv-

ative, he immediately took steps to 

ensure that the Hamburg Bücher-

hallen adapted to and operated 

henceforth in line with the Nazis’ 

philosophy and principles – not only 

out of a desire to hastily comply, 

but also out of ideological convic-

tion. Even prior to 1933 he had al-

ready purchased literature by those 

belonging to the “New Right” for  

the Bücherhallen.2

Almost immediately after the Na-

zis came to power, he convened 

a meeting on Saturday, 18 March 

1933 to prepare the chief librari-

ans of the various branches of the 

Bücherhallen for the changed polit-

ical situation and the measures this 

entailed. The meeting was attend-

ed by Martha Böhmer (Kohlhöfen 

branch), Hedwig Dietrich (Roth-

enburgsort branch), Julie Hansen 

(Barmbek branch), Ilse Paschasius 

(Eilbek branch), Richard Ohnsorg 

(Mönckebergstrasse branch), Julia 

Curjel (Hammerbrook branch) and 

Lilli Volbehr (Eppendorf branch).3

Schuster began by defining the 

public library’s new role in the Nazi 

state: “[It] must serve the entire 

population and embrace all schools 

of thought that are essential and 

constructive for development. Since 

these are first reflected in literature, 

the library’s collection becomes, as 

it were, the mirror of any new intel-

lectual movement.”4 In his speech to 

the government five days later, Hit-

ler provided the framework for this: 

“Simultaneously with this political 

purification of our public life, the 

Reich Government intends to un-

dertake a thorough moral purging of 

the German Volkskörper [body poli-

tic]. The entire system of education, 

the theatre, the cinema, literature, 

the press and radio, they will all be 

used as a means to this end [...] They 

must all work to preserve the eter-

nal values residing in the essential 

character of our Volk [people].”5 For 

Germany to be able to assume the 

leading role in the “reorganisation of 

Europe”, the “intellectual structure” 

of the population and thus also its 

thoughts, its attitudes and its values 

had to be “shaped” according to Nazi 

ideology.6 The public library, which 

reached a large number of people 

with its range of services, had an im-

portant role to play in this.

Hasty removal of books 
from the shelves

Following his introductory words, 

Schuster gave instructions for the 

collection’s development and re-

garding the selection of “books to 

be purged”.7 No official list of such 

books yet existed. Books of the 

“new intellectual movement” hardly 

needed to be acquired any longer, 

he confidently asserted. On the oth-

er hand, the political shift required 

the collection to be “unburdened” 

of such works that “could be detri-

mental to the new will of the nation”. 

Those taking part in the meeting 

then discussed exactly which books 

were to be “weeded out and with-

held”. The individual titles were not 

to be destroyed until a final decision 

had been announced, however; only 

the respective book cards needed to 

be removed immediately from the 

catalogues for library users.

The minutes of the meeting do not 

even hint at any objections from the 

librarians present. Instead, follow-

ing Schuster’s instructions they effi-

ciently and pragmatically discussed 

the steps that needed to be taken 

to remove the books. This cultural 

Wilhelm Schuster (1888-1971), Bücher-
hallen director from 1931 to 1934, 
undated; Barch R 9361-V/36365

THE FIRST MONTHS
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Just six weeks after the NSDAP came to power, Schuster and the chief librarians – without having been forced to do so – 
remove many books from the shelves that in their opinion are not consistent with Nazi ideology; StaHH
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cull was  an item on the agenda that 

was worked through just like all the 

others. Several pages long, the list 

drawn up during the meeting en-

compassed 93 works of non-fiction 

by Jewish, socialist or communist 

authors such as Gustav Landauer, 

Karl Kautsky and Rosa Luxemburg. In 

addition, it included 39 works of fic-

tion, including those by Bertolt Bre-

cht, Heinrich Mann and Ernst Toller.8

A few days later, the chief librarians 

of the Bücherhallen branches also 

gave some thought to the criteria 

they could use to identify undesir-

able titles and to which collections 

would need to be checked through 

in their entirety: “Until such time as 

general guidelines have been issued 

for the removal of specific books, 

the Socialism section is to be exam-

ined for the presence of popular in-

troductory works; the same applies 

to the Russia section. If applicable, 

the books are to be withdrawn from 

service.”9 In all, Bücherhallen library 

staff removed a quarter of the en-

tire collection between 1933 and 

1935. On 22 April 1934, the order was 

given to transport the purged ti-

tles to the Kohlhöfen branch of the  

Bücherhallen.10

The Nazi ideology did not leave its 

mark only on the collections of the 

Bücherhallen, however. Far more se-

rious were its effects on the people 

who worked there. The first member 

of staff was already dismissed on an-

tisemitic grounds in 1933.

Dismissed: Ruth  
Kantorowicz, trainee

When in the autumn of 1932 Ruth 

Kantorowicz discovered a letter 

from the Berlin-based State Exami-

nation Board for the Library Sector 

in her letterbox, she was delighted 

to learn that she was to be able to 

begin training as a public librarian at 

the Hamburg Bücherhallen on 1 Oc-

tober 1932.11 Born in the city’s Eims-

büttel district in 1901, the only child 

of a Jewish doctor and his Jewish 

wife, Ruth Kantorowicz had initially 

studied law and political science at 

Hamburg University – unusual sub-

jects for a woman at that time.12 Her 

dissertation was published in 1930. 

Unable to find a suitable position, 

however, she decided in 1932 to ap-

ply to train as a public librarian.

Ruth Kantorowicz’s time at the 

Bücherhallen was to have officially 

ended on 30 September 1933.13 In 

mid-August 1933, however, she re-

ceived another letter from the ex-

amination board – this time hand-

ed to her by Bücherhallen Director 

Schuster. Without any preamble or 

personal form of address, the board 

baldly informed her that, according 

to a decree of the Prussian Minis-

try of Science, Art and Education 

dated 28 July 1933, all “non-Aryan 

library service interns” were to be 

dismissed. Her admission to the 

training was thereby revoked and 

her “internship” at the Bücherhallen 

terminated.14 In one fell swoop, this 

dashed her hopes of being able to 

earn her living as a public librarian 

in future. Already considered shy 

and reserved, she was henceforth 

described by acquaintances and 

friends as particularly fearful, intimi-

dated and “lacking direction in life”. 15 

The following year she took a 

far-reaching decision. She convert-

ed to Catholicism and from 1936 

lived in a convent in the Nether-

lands. Neither her conversion to 

Christianity nor her exile were able 

to save her life, however. On 2 Au-

Top: Notice of dismissal dated 17.8.1933; 
Prégardier archive 
Bottom: Ruth Kantorowicz, dismissed from her 
training at the Bücherhallen in August 1933,  
murdered at Auschwitz in 1942, undated;  
Prégardier archive
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gust 1942, over 200 Catholic Jews in 

the Netherlands, which by then was 

occupied by Nazi Germany, were de-

ported to Amersfoort concentration 

camp. Ruth Kantorowicz was among 

them. From Amersfoort she was 

transferred via Westerbork camp 

to Auschwitz extermination camp, 

where she was murdered immedi-

ately upon arrival on 9 August 1942.

The end of autonomy

Radical changes also affected the 

status of the Bücherhallen and its 

two foundation bodies, the Work-

ing Committee and the Board of 

Directors. The former ran the foun-

dation’s operations and comprised 

seven people that the Board of Di-

rectors had appointed from among 

its members.16 The Board of Direc-

tors had at that time 17 members 

who would decide on more impor-

tant issues.17

The Working Committee met for the 

last time on 30 December 1932,18 

while the last meeting of the Board 

of Directors was held on 12 Decem-

ber 1930. The latter’s next meet-

ing took place on 28 June 1935 and 

served to disband it. Only a few 

members apart from the chairman 

Eduard Hallier were present: “The 

remaining gentlemen had excused 

themselves or resigned,” according 

to Hallier.19 Research into the ab-

sent individuals reveals that he was 

deliberately not telling the truth: 

most had been excluded for polit-

ical reasons or because they were 

Jewish. They had not stepped down 

voluntarily. Richard Robinow, an 

assimilated Jew, later commented 

on his expulsion from the Working 

Committee. Like his great-grandfa-

ther before him, he had always re-

garded it as his duty “to engage in 

a voluntary, charitable activity, not 

only within the Jewish community 

but also for the benefit of the gen-

eral public”.20 But then, as Robinow 

explained, he was forced “to resign 

under Nazi rule”. He noted, mat-

ter-of-factly: “Here too, I was not 

granted a single word of farewell 

after more than 30 years of service. 

[...]”

Erwin Garvens, who had to leave the 

Board of Directors because he had 

already been forced to retire from 

his role as director of the Hamburg 

Court of Auditors on account of 

“hostility to the regime motivat-

ed by conservative views”, made a 

more embittered impression. Fur-

thermore, his wife was deemed 

“half-Jewish” according to the ra-

cial categories defined by the Na-

zis. When, following his expulsion 

from the Bücherhallen, he was also 

thrown out by the Association of 

Friends of the Kunsthalle and by the 

Patriotic Society, he angrily wrote 

in his dairy: “You can do your dirty 

work yourselves”.21

By issuing revised statutes, the new 

Hamburg Authority of Folklore, 

Church and Art also revoked the 

foundation’s autonomy, with the 

Bücherhallen henceforth to form 

part of the authority. The Working 

Committee no longer existed and 

the Board of Directors was only 

permitted to have eight members.22 

When it convened again on 17 Octo-

ber 1935, it was exclusively made up 

of NSDAP members and sympathis-

ers. Hallier, the old and new chair-

man, declared that he would “natu-

rally” continue to run the enterprise 

according to Nazi principles.23

Denunciation attempts

On several occasions Bücherhallen 

employees also became the target 

of denunciations. On 25 April 1933 

the following letter was received 

by the head of the highest-lev-

el regional administration of the  

Reorganisation of Hamburg’s public education 
system, 1933–1936; StaHH 361-2 VI_1743, p. 1.
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NSDAP Hamburg:

This was a classic case of denunci-

ation. The sender, a Hamburg busi-

nessman named Eugen Roos who 

was born on 10 July 1889, had fought 

at the front during the First World 

War24 and presumably hoped to ben-

efit from his complaint himself. His 

letter was to prove dangerous for 

one of the librarians at the Bücherh-

allen branch in Mönckebergstrasse: 

Hedda Guradze.

Dismissed:  
Hedda Guradze, librarian

From 1923, Hedda Guradze had stud-

ied art history, literature and archae-

ology in Kiel, Freiburg and Munich 

and wanted to do a PhD.25 As her 

parents were no longer able to sup-

port her financially, she abandoned 

her studies to train as a public li-

brarian. She took her diploma exam 

in Berlin in 1929 and began working 

at the Bücherhallen in Hamburg on 

1 March 1930. At the Mönckeberg-

strasse branch of the library she was 

mainly responsible for the subject 

catalogue – a job that required pre-

cision and extensive knowledge. Be-

ing an expert in modern literature, 

she also wrote book reviews. She 

was bright, as her colleagues later 

said of her. She loved art and music, 

took painting lessons, played the 

guitar and sang as she played. She 

would also go into the countryside 

often with friends, could ski, had her 

own folding kayak and did gymnas-

tics. It sounds like a fulfilling life.

But then she was affected by the Law 

for the Restoration of the Profes-

sional Civil Service, which was enact-

ed by the Nazi regime on 7 April 1933. 

Anyone unable to prove by birth or 

marriage certificates that no Jews 

were among their parents or grand-

parents was dismissed or forced to 

retire. Hedda Guradze’s parents had 

been christened as Protestants, but 

her mother had Jewish parents and 

her father’s Georgian ancestors had 

converted to Judaism centuries ear-

lier. When her father was forced to 

retire for this reason, he applied to 

be declared as “deutschblütig”26 – of 

German blood. A ruling in his favour 

would mean that Hedda Guradze 

would only be classified as a “Misch-

ling”, a derogatory term to describe 

a person of mixed race, under the 

Nazi racial categories and not dis-

missed.27 All her hopes were pinned 

on this. 

Her duties at the Mönckeberg-

strasse library now included revising 

the subject catalogue and sections 

such as “History of Literature”, “Art” 

and “Natural Scientists and Doc-

tors” to bring them into line with 

the Nazi ideology. A new category 

was to be created: “Race Theory and 

Racial Hygiene”. Together with fel-

low librarian Friedo Lampe, she also 

looked through the entire collection 

of books on the shelves and delet-

ed titles classified as “obsolete or 

no longer contemporary” from the 

catalogues and directories. Between 

April 1935 and March 1936 alone, this 

applied to around 1,500 books.28

On 14 April 1936, the Reich Ministry 

of the Interior rejected the applica-

tion submitted by Hedda Guradze’s 

father.29 She was thus regarded 

as a “full Jew” and received notice 

of her dismissal, effective 31 De-

cember 1936.30 However, she could 

still see one chance of continuing 

her employment. In late 1935 the 

Nuremberg Laws had prevented her 

planned marriage to a non-Jewish 

Hamburg businessman. By submit-

ting a marriage approval request 

to the Hamburg Ministry of the In-

terior, the couple applied for an 

exemption.31 Marriage would have 

protected Hedda Guradze. When 

she informed Albert Krebs, Wilhelm 

Schuster’s successor from 1934, of 

this request, he concluded a tempo-

rary follow-up contract with her that 

would allow her to keep her job until 

31 March 1937.32 The request was also 

rejected, however, and Hedda Gu-

radze had to leave the Bücherhallen 

on 28 February 1937.33 In addition, 

she and her fiancé separated. She 

emigrated to the USA in 1939.34 As 

she had towards the end of her time 

in Hamburg, she alternated between 

Hedda Guradze circa 1935; Seydelmann,  
private collection
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phases of great optimism and bouts 

of complete hopelessness there. It 

was difficult for her to find work as a 

refugee, and when she did find a job 

it never lasted very long. When she 

learnt in early 1945 that her mother 

had been deported and the where-

abouts of her sister were unknown, 

she lost all of her strength. At the 

age of just 40, Hedda Guradze took 

her own life on 30 June 1945. 

Book burnings

The titles that had been removed 

from the collections of the Ham-

burg Bücherhallen from mid-March 

1933 onwards were not affected by 

the public book burnings that took 

place in Hamburg on 15 and 30 May 

1933 as part of the propaganda cam-

paign “Against the Un-German Spir-

it”. Thanks to their hasty compliance 

with the requirement to “purify” 

their collections, the Bücherhallen 

libraries had already reached the 

“campaign target” weeks earlier.35

The situation was rather different in 

the city’s Bergedorf district. Accord-

ing to local newspaper Bergedorfer 

Zeitung, “more than 500 books” from 

the municipal library were thrown 

onto the fire,36 following a joint 

rendition of the “Deutschlandlied” 

(the German national anthem), at a 

“flame ceremony of the Bergedorf 

youth” that was held during the third 

phase of book burnings on 24 June 

1933. The library’s inventory des-

ignates 414 titles as “burnt books”; 

these had previously been removed 

by staff from the complete collec-

tion of 9,857 books.37

Handover of books to 
academic libraries
On 16 May 1933, the German book 

trade’s Börsenblatt magazine pub-

lished the first “officially recognised” 

list, which was “mandatory for Prus-

sia”, of the books to be removed for 

the purposes of “purging libraries of 

subversive and anti-state literature”. 

The books concerned were to be di-

vided up into three groups: those to 

be destroyed, those to be placed in 

a “poison cabinet” and only hand-

ed out in exceptional cases, and 

those to be thoroughly examined 

once more.38 The list was intended 

as a guideline, to be used until the 

first official lists of banned books 

were issued throughout the Reich in 

1936. Furthermore, the Bücherhallen 

had already been ordered in No-

vember 1933 to remove all Masonic  

literature. 

According to a decree issued by the 

Prussian Minister of Science, Art and 

Education, academic libraries were 

not required to discard any books 

and were allowed to collect all ti-

tles for research purposes.39 Conse-

quently, public libraries would often 

hand books over to them in order to 

rescue the volumes in question. Al-

tona Municipal Library for example 

already handed books that it had 

purged from its collection over to 

the Hamburg State and University 

Library in May 1933.40 In 1937, a Re-

ich-wide decree officially instructed 

public libraries to hand over reject-

ed books for academic purposes, 

whereupon the Bücherhallen li-

braries submitted 367 to the State 

and University Library.41 Hamburg 

University’s Department of German 

Literature also recorded 278 new ar-

rivals from the Bücherhallen.42

“White” lists

In a parallel step, various lists were 

issued in an attempt to help public 

libraries rebuild their collections in a 

manner consistent with Nazi ideolo-

gy. In late 1933, the first nationwide 

“white list” defined some 300 nov-

els with völkisch-racist content.43 

Founded in mid-1933, the German 

Central Department for the National 

Library Sector also wanted to pro-

vide support with lists such as “The 

new nationalism and its literature”. 

The same applied to the booklets 

entitled “Das neue Deutschland” (The 

New Germany) that the Leipzig Insti-

tute for Reading and Writing Studies 

published in cooperation with the 

Hamburg Bücherhallen. They con-

tained recommended books on 

subjects such as “What National So-

cialism wants” or “The leaders of the 

new Germany”.44 The brochure “Zur 

Judenfrage” (On the Jewish ques-

tion) from the Buchberichte (Book 

Reports) series was distributed free 

of charge to readers in Hamburg. 

The titles it contained included the 

“Handbook of the Jewish Question” 

by the völkisch-antisemitic publish-

er Theodor Fritsch, one of the intel-

lectual pioneers of National Social-

ism, and the antisemitic conspiracy 

theorist pamphlet “The Protocols of 

the Elders of Zion and Jewish World 

Policy” by the leading NS ideologue 

Alfred Rosenberg. There were also 

Buchberichte on “Racial hygiene, why 

and how?” and, already in prepara-
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tion for war, “Air protection is a na-

tional duty”.45

Portraits of Hitler and 
swastika nailing

In late 1933, the central office at the 

Bücherhallen ordered a portrait of 

Hitler for every one of its branches. 

Later, busts of Hitler were installed, 

and slogans by Hitler and Goebbels 

about the role of “the book” were 

displayed on the wall.46 Members of 

the Hitler Youth (HJ) were given spe-

cial tickets that allowed them to use 

the Bücherhallen libraries for free.47 

At the beginning of 1934, the Bücher-

hallen made a donation to a “swas-

tika nailing”. Referencing this, the 

minutes of the management meet-

ing on 17 March 1934 record the fol-

lowing: “A sign, 20 cm high, with the 

name of the organisational unit and 

the Bücherhalle branch stamp in red 

and white paint, will be affixed to the 

swastika in Mönckebergstrasse on 

19 March 1934 by a delegation com-

prising Dr Schuster, Miss Drössler, 

Miss Bachler and Mr W. Schmidt.”48  

The money raised among the staff 

was donated to Nazi organisations; 

anyone who gave a donation was al-

lowed to publicly hammer a nail into 

the oversized swastika.

Dismissed: Karl Pütz and 
Herbert Fenske, librarians

There were also dismissals at Har-

burg Municipal Library. The first to 

be affected was the library’s direc-

tor, Karl Pütz (1889–?).49 In early 1934 

he had sent 177 works of non-fiction 

to Göttingen University Library in 

order to rescue them.50 A former 

member of the SPD, the Social Dem-

ocratic Party of Germany, he was 

given notice a short time later on 

political grounds.51 He joined the NS-

DAP in 1937, which proved advanta-

geous for his professional career: in 

1938 he was reinstated as a librarian 

at Wiesbaden Public Library.52

On 1 April 1934, Karl Pütz was suc-

ceeded as the library’s director 

by his colleague Herbert Fenske 

(1902–1980). Fenske had also been 

a member of the SPD, though this 

clearly did not hinder his promotion. 

From 1935, he belonged to the two 

mass organisations affiliated to the 

NSDAP: the German Labour Front 

(DAF) and the National Socialist Peo-

ple’s Welfare (NSV). However, he was 

also dismissed on 31 December 1937 

because his wife, according to the 

Nazi racial categories, was consid-

ered “half-Jewish”. Shortly before-

hand, Fenske wrote a letter to Albert 

Krebs, by then the director of the 

Bücherhallen, which he began with 

a sarcastic remark: “Dear Mr Krebs! 

My work at the Harburg library has 

come to an end. My wife’s impru-

dent choice of ancestry has led to  

my dismissal.”53

He proposed to Krebs that Harburg 

librarian Johanna Schaar should 

succeed him as director, but on 1 

January 1938 the post was given to 

Hans Engelhard, a librarian who had 

been an NSDAP member since ear-

ly 1932.54 Back in July 1933, Hitler’s 

deputy Rudolf Hess had already 

ordered that NSDAP members who 

had joined the party before it came 

to power should be given preference 

when positions needed to be filled. 

Herbert Fenske was unemployed for 

more than a year until he found a 

job as a bookkeeper with a Hamburg 

bank at the end of 1938. He became 

a soldier when the war began in 

1939. After the war ended in 1945 he 

returned to Harburg as the library’s 

director.55

Innovation in Eppendorf

On 16 August 1933, the Eppendorf 

branch of the Bücherhallen, in the 

public baths on Görnestrasse, cel-

ebrated its reopening as Germany’s 

first entirely open-stack library.56 

Readers were now able to select 

their own literature from the shelves 

and no longer depended on deci-

sions taken for them by librarians. 

However, the decisive factor in this 

was neither the certainty that read-

ers could be trusted to choose their 

own books, nor a desire to foster 

democratic educational processes. 

The main reason was a shortage of 

staff in view of the sharp rise in us-

ers – and the knowledge that only 

Nazi-conformist literature was avail-

able in any case. This nonetheless 

constituted a trailblazing moderni-

sation, as such open-stack libraries 

only became commonplace in Ger-

many after the Second World War. 

Last but not least, this pioneering 

achieving was a good reflection of 

the professional career of Lilli Vol-

behr, the chief librarian at the Ep-

pendorf branch at the time. 

Lilli Volbehr, librarian

Lilli Volbehr (1890–1978) had com-

pleted her training as a librarian 

with the Bücherhallen in 1913 – “[o]
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ut of love for literature”, as she once 

said.57 She remained there through-

out her 44-year career, almost al-

ways in managerial positions. From 

June 1927 to March 1936 she ran the 

Eppendorf branch and then the cen-

tral department of the Kohlhöfen 

branch for a year.58 Like her superi-

or Schuster, she joined the NSDAP 

shortly before the party stopped 

admitting new members on 1 May 

1933. As was the case for all public 

library employees, she was also re-

quired to be a member of the Asso-

ciation of German Public Librarians 

(VDV). This automatically made her 

a member of the DAF in 1934, and in 

1939 she also joined the NSV.59 From 

July 1937 until her retirement in 1957, 

Volbehr was chief librarian at the 

Mönckebergstrasse branch of the 

Bücherhallen.60

In late 1946, despite Volbehr’s NS-

DAP membership, the Hamburg Ex-

pert Committee for the Exclusion 

of National Socialists approved her 

unrestricted continued employ-

ment because she had not held 

any office within the party.61 She is 

a prime example at the Hamburg 

Bücherhallen of all the many highly 

dedicated female librarians of that 

pioneering generation for whom 

their profession was always a voca-

tion – regardless of the prevailing 

political circumstances. She active-

ly implemented the instructions 

issued as a result of the Nazi poli-

cies on literature and public librar-

ies and supported the antisemitic 

measures. In the post-war period 

she accepted no responsibility for 

this and uttered no word of apology 

for the marginalisation of her Jewish 

colleagues or those dismissed for 

political reasons.

Fighting for the right to work

An article that Volbehr published in 

the VDV magazine Die Bücherei (The 

Library) in 1934 offers a remarkable 

insight into the way she perceived 

her professional role. In the article, 

which was entitled “The role and 

rights of women in professional li-

brary work”, she campaigned for the 

continued employment of female 

librarians.62 This was prompted by 

what she saw as their uncertain fu-

ture in the Nazi state. For example, 

in a speech he gave at the opening 

of the exhibition “Die Frau” (The 

Woman) in March 1933, Reich Prop-

aganda Minister Joseph Goebbels 

had proclaimed: “The first, best and 

most suitable place for the woman 

is in the family”.63 Against this back-

drop, Volbehr wrote with alarm: “But 

at a time when a woman’s profes-

sional employment is one of the 

most controversial issues, when 

the call ‘women belong in the kitch-

en’ threatens to confuse the entire 

sense of what it means to be a wom-

an, when the women in our profes-

sion are also gripped by the fear that 

this profession, to which they feel a 

calling and to which they have de-

voted all their strength, could sud-

denly be closed to them – at a time 

such as this it must surely be ap-

propriate to highlight the questions 

that it seems vital to answer when 

it comes to the employment of a 

woman as a public librarian: 1. Does 

the occupation of public librarian 

suit the female disposition, and do 

women have the aptitude to carry 

out this profession.

2. Does the public library require the 

work of women, and in what respect 

can they in particular play a valua-

ble role in the work being done to 

strengthen the Volksganze [the en-

tirety of the German people as an 

ethnic entity].”64

She then goes on to argue that only 

Page 1 of Volbehr’s article in the VDV 
magazine Die Bücherei, volume 2/3, 
1934

Lilli Volbehr (left), 1949;  
Bücherhallen archive
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if women, whom she saw as stand-

ing for “motherliness”, and men, to 

whom she attributed “intellect”, 

worked together would public li-

braries be able to perform the im-

portant function assigned to them 

by the Nazi rulers: namely to be-

come “tools for shaping the national 

community in the National Socialist 

state”. Volbehr by no means believed 

that working together meant equal-

ity, however. She always viewed 

women’s activities as merely com-

plementing those of men.

In fact, Marie Friedrich, Martha Böh-

mer and she herself all held posi-

tions of responsibility as the chief 

librarians of Bücherhallen branches. 

However, the post of Bücherhallen 

director, with its political and repre-

sentative roles, was always held by 

men – this remained the case until 

1996. Martha Böhmer only assumed 

directorial duties temporarily when 

Director Rudolf Joerden was draft-

ed into the Wehrmacht, the German 

armed forces, in 1940.65 The same 

applied to Marie Willich, who stood 

in for the Altona library director 

while he was engaged in military 

service but had to step down when 

the new director was appointed af-

ter the war ended.66 In Harburg, Jo-

hanna Schaar even had to relinquish 

her post as director to a newly ap-

pointed colleague in 1938 but then 

had to stand in for him again dur-

ing his military deployment during  

the war.67

Book fair in Hamburg

The “German Book Fair in Ham-

burg”, whose sponsors included the 

Bücherhallen, took place at the Mu-

seum für Kunst and Gewerbe from 

26 November until 6 December 1933. 

When Hamburg’s Governing May-

or Carl Vincent Krogmann (NSDAP) 

entered the room, all those present 

rose to their feet and, according to 

local newspaper Hamburger Nach-

richten, “accorded him the German 

salute. Then SA [Sturmabteilung, 

the stormtrooper division] men 

marched in and took up positions 

against the back wall and, in a dou-

ble row, in the central aisle.” The 

speakers spoke in front of three 

oversized swastika flags and be-

hind a “guard” of four SA men.68 Ten 

months after the transfer of pow-

er, this was a cultural event being 

guarded and framed by members of 

a far-right paramilitary combat or-

ganisation. Besides Wilhelm Schus-

ter, the librarians Martha Böhmer 

and Julie Hansen were among the 

guests invited to attend the opening 

event.69 The Bücherhallen libraries 

had their own booth to advertise 

their services, and Wilhelm Schus-

ter gave a rousing speech entitled 

“What is subversive literature?”.70

As director of the Bücherhallen, he 

actively promoted its further devel-

opment as the city’s largest public 

education institution and propagan-

da tool of the Nazi state. When he 

took over as Bücherhallen director 

in 1931, the libraries were suffering 

from considerable cost pressure as 

a result of the global economic crisis 

and at the same time had to cope 

with a huge influx of readers due to 

high unemployment. Nonetheless, 

he succeeded in modernising them 

and consolidating their reputation 

as a “significant metropolitan sys-

tem”.71 Following the transfer of 

power, he voiced vehement support 

in his role as VDV official for the pub-

lic libraries to be integrated into the 

Nazi state and called upon them to 

use their resources to help shape 

the “new German people”. He quick-

ly and consistently implemented 

the corresponding measures at the 

Bücherhallen. Ultimately, he also 

benefited personally from the ad-

aptations he effected: in May 1934 

he left Hamburg and became the di-

rector of Berlin City Library and the 

library school there. 

Murdered: Max Karfun-
kel, assistant worker

In June 1934, the Welfare Authority 

assigned the welfare recipient Max 

Karfunkel (1872-1943) to the Kohl-

höfen branch of the Bücherhallen 

as an “assistant worker”.72 Karfunkel 

Opening of the German Book Fair in Hamburg 
on 26.11.1933; invited guests included Wilhelm 
Schuster, Martha Böhmer and Julie Hansen from 
the Bücherhallen; 
Hamburger Nachrichten, 27.11.1933
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was from a Jewish family and had 

been christened a Protestant. In his 

youth he had been sentenced to a 

number of short spells in prison for 

minor offences. From 1900, he was 

a self-employed businessman work-

ing mainly in Russia and Finland; he 

spoke several languages. However, 

the global economic crisis caused 

the work to dry up at the end of the 

1920s. As a self-employed person he 

was not entitled to unemployment 

benefit, so in 1929, entirely penni-

less, he began drawing welfare. He 

was sentenced once again in 1931, 

this time for fraud. 

Max Karfunkel’s time at the Bücher-

hallen ended as scheduled in 1935. 

In June 1938, the criminal investi-

gation department of the Hamburg 

police imprisoned him in Sachsen-

hausen concentration camp along 

with several hundred other men, 

some of whom likewise had crimi-

nal records, in an operation named 

“work-shy Reich”. He returned to 

Hamburg following his release in 

September 1938. On 15 July 1942 he 

was deported to the Theresienstadt 

ghetto, where hunger, cold and ep-

idemics were the order of the day. 

He died there, at the age of 70, on 

21 January 1943. The Bücherhallen 

had not sacked Max Karfunkel, as he 

was only employed there on a tem-

porary basis – albeit several times 

a week for a whole year. Were none 

of his colleagues interested in what 

became of him? Did chief librarian 

Martha Böhmer later not even re-

member him? 

THE KREBS ERA
On 1 September 1934, Wilhelm 

Schuster was succeeded as direc-

tor of the Hamburg Bücherhallen by 

Albert Krebs (1899–1974) – an “old 

veteran” of the NSDAP.73 As early as 

1922, Krebs, who had a PhD in liter-

ary studies, had joined a “covert lo-

cal group” of the NSDAP, which had 

been banned in Prussia at that time. 

In 1925 he was responsible for train-

ing work at the völkisch-antisemit-

ic German National Association of 

Commercial Clerks (DHV) and joined 

the newly founded NSDAP in 1926. In 

Hamburg, he became an NSDAP lo-

cal group leader in 1926 and NSDAP 

Gauleiter in 1928. He stepped down 

from this position a short time later 

due to conflicts with the SA. Subse-

quently, he was editor-in-chief of 

the NSDAP daily newspaper Ham-

burger Tageblatt. In 1932, Adolf Hitler 

personally expelled Krebs from the 

NSDAP and dismissed him from his 

role as editor-in-chief because he 

had violated one of his instructions 

regarding press reporting. Although 

Krebs later had the opportunity to 

rejoin the party, he did not do so. 

Hamburg Reich Governor Karl Kau-

fmann appointed him director of 

the Bücherhallen in 1934; despite 

his expulsion from the NSDAP he 

was still well regarded in the highest  

party circles. 

Emigrated: Lotte Benett

Shortly before Albert Krebs took 

up his post, another Bücherhallen 

librarian was dismissed – following 

a denunciation, but not because she 

was Jewish. Charlotte “Lotte” Benett 

(1910–1971) was forced to leave Ger-

many for political reasons. 

“I read whatever I could lay my 

hands on. I had an endless source of 

books there at the library, but I was 

especially interested in the fates of 

those most courageous pioneers 

of the women’s movement.” 74 Lotte 

Benett’s memories of her first few 

weeks at the Eppendorf branch in 

1927 sound as if she had found her 

dream job – hardly the norm giv-

en the opportunities open to the 

daughters of working-class fami-

lies in the early twentieth century. 

Despite her good grades, Lotte had 

to leave school with only a primary 

school certificate and was not al-

lowed to learn a trade. Her parents’ 

meagre earnings were just enough 

to cover the costs of her brothers’ 

training – she would get married in 

any case, they assumed. She worked 

as a maid, though this did at least 
Albert Krebs, 1960; Hans Peter de 
Lorent/Täterprofile vol. 3
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require her to also attend a voca-

tional school. A teacher asked her 

whether she would like to work at a 

library on the side, and introduced 

her to a librarian friend of hers: Lilli 

Volbehr, at the time chief librarian at 

the Eppendorf branch of the Bücher-

hallen. At 17 years old, Lotte Benett 

loved the idea. She gave up her job 

as a maid and, because she was only 

able to work part-time at the library 

and didn’t earn enough, also found 

herself a part-time job as a sales 

assistant. Soon afterwards she was 

given a full-time position. She joined 

the youth organisation of the KPD, 

the Communist Party of Germany, 

in 1930, but in 1932 switched to the 

underground resistance group “Red 

Fighters” that had been established 

by former left-wing SPD members.75 

Lotte Benett described the effects 

on the Bücherhallen of the trans-

fer of power in 1933 as dramatic: 

“The library was completely una-

ble to function during the period 

of upheaval. Lists of banned books 

would arrive constantly, and would 

often be revoked the next day. Every 

reader was entitled to complain and 

demand the removal of any book. 

‘Still left over from Marxism’ became 

the constant purging motto. A huge 

number of books were removed.” 

At the same time, the Eppendorf 

branch was one of the few places 

where the politically like-minded 

could meet inconspicuously, dis-

guised as library users, and share in-

formation. The “Red Fighters” group 

was broken up in 1934, with over 300 

of its approximately 2,000 members 

across the Reich being imprisoned in 

concentration camps. This also hap-

pened to one of Lotte Benett’s com-

rades, who came to visit her at the 

library after his release: “He looked 

pale, had terrible dark rings under 

his eyes, and was limping badly. […] 

The welling tears prevented me from 

returning his smile. […] While I was 

putting my books onto the shelves, 

he spoke briefly: ‘Be quiet. It wasn’t 

so bad. They didn’t find out anything. 

Greet the others.’ Inconspicuously, I 

carried on sorting the books. We’d 

had a new colleague for a while, who 

for a second looked over at me.” 

A short time later Lotte Benett was 

denounced – by Walter Schmidt, 

who had been an assistant at the 

Eppendorf branch since 1933 and 

presumably was the “new col-

league”. Schmidt reported Lilli Vol-

behr on 12 April 1934, claiming that 

he had observed how Lotte Benett 

and her colleague Luise Kahl had 

taken stamps from the library to use 

themselves. Volbehr immediately 

relayed this information to Wilhelm 

Schuster, who came to the Eppen-

dorf branch “to question them”. 

Lotte Benett and Luise Schwarz 

admitted “after a lengthy interro-

gation” that they had indeed taken 

stamps. Despite the extremely small 

value of the purloined stamps, both 

were dismissed that same day.76

It is not known whether Luise Kahl 

was likewise a member of the po-

litical resistance. It is possible that 

both of them took the stamps to use 

for letters to their comrades in exile. 

In her unpublished material, Lotte 

Benett did not mention why she had 

been dismissed “for political rea-

sons”, as she called it. However, she 

wrote later that “[c]hance saved me 

from a worse fate [!],” meaning that 

she could have been sent to a con-

centration camp. 

In June 1934, she finally fled to Zu-

rich, where she worked as a maid 

again. In 1938 she began working as 

a librarian at the Centre for Social 

Literature (now the Swiss Social Ar-

chives) – which at the time was also 

the most important port of call in 

Zurich for intellectual émigrés.77 In 

late 1944 she married the architect 

Lotte Benett (left), circa 1930, in front of the  
Eppendorf branch; Christiane Uhlig/Estate of  
Lotte Schwarz
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Felix Schwarz, and in 1948 gave up 

her job at the Centre. Lotte Schwarz, 

née Benett, died of cancer in 1971 at 

the age of just 61. 

The informer

Walter Schmidt, who had denounced 

Lotte Benett, played an obscure role 

at the Bücherhallen. From August 

1933 he worked on a voluntary ba-

sis for the library, and from 1 January 

1934 as a cashier at the Eppendorf 

branch.78 He joined the NSDAP in 

1937 and was also a member of the 

DAF, the NSV and the National So-

cialist Reich Warriors Association. 

He was drafted into military service 

in 1941. In June 1945 he returned to 

the Bücherhallen. 

During the course of Schmidt’s de-

nazification process, the Advisory 

Committee on Libraries contact-

ed Bücherhallen Director Joerden 

in 1946 to enquire about Schmidt’s 

stance on National Socialism and 

his political activities during the 

Nazi period. In response, Marie Frie-

drich, who succeeded Lilli Volbehr 

as chief librarian at the Eppendorf 

branch and was not a former NSDAP 

member, wrote that Krebs had ad-

vised her at the time to be “careful 

with Mr Schmidt with respect to po-

litical matters because politics had 

also played a part in the change in 

management. Consequently, I kept 

pretty much away from political 

discussions with Mr Schmidt, espe-

cially since I knew that he was close 

to the party and liked to see himself 

as the library’s political watchdog.” 

She also said that this was the very 

reason why something Schmidt said 

in June 1945 annoyed her so much. 

Joerden told the committee what 

this was all about, explaining that 

Schmidt had always given the im-

pression that he was an NSDAP 

member and had political connec-

tions. This was why he had been 

treated with caution by the rest of 

the staff, “who almost without ex-

ception were not members of the 

NSDAP,” Joerden continued. Under 

these circumstances, he said, it was 

only natural that “it would create an-

noyance when this colleague of all 

people talked in 1945 about disguis-

ing himself and claimed to be an old 

communist”. The committee clas-

sified Schmidt in Category IV, “fol-

lower”, but recommended that he 

be allowed to remain in his position. 

Schmidt stayed at the Bücherhallen 

until his retirement in 1963.

A tool of the Nazi regime

As far as Wilhelm Schuster was con-

cerned, the role of public libraries 

was to help educate the entire pop-

ulation in Nazi doctrine. Krebs, who 

succeeded him as Bücherhallen 

director, believed by contrast that 

closer cooperation with party or-

ganisations was the best approach in 

view of the state’s continuing finan-

cial difficulties – because attracting 

readers there was better than “in-

discriminatory propaganda targeted 

at the masses”. By incorporating the 

Bücherhallen into “the overall struc-

tures of public education work”, the 

idea was for the libraries to become 

the central source of materials for 

the “HJ, political organisations, SA, 

adult education centres, Strength 

through Joy leisure organisation 

etc., to which all of these groups will 

be able to turn with their wishes and 

requirements.”79 The closer one of 

these groups worked with the pub-

lic libraries in future, believed Krebs, 

Even children were to be indoctrinat-
ed into Nazi ideology by being offered 
appropriate books to read; here at 
the Kohlhöfen branch in 1936; StaHH
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“the better it could expect its spe-

cific book requests to be met.” To 

prevent “Nazi groups” from setting 

up their own libraries, such meas-

ures had already been demanded 

for public libraries at the VDV con-

ference in September 1933.80 Krebs 

thus explicitly defined the Bücherh-

allen not only as a service provider 

for the Party and its organisations, 

but also as a kind of implementing 

organisation that formed an integral 

part of them. 

Nearly three years after the Na-

zis came to power, the Hamburg 

Bücherhallen had consistently 

aligned their book collections and 

their public relations activities with 

Nazi ideology. Literature on the 

subject of “race” provided a pseudo-

scientific justification for excluding 

Jews, those who had been classified 

as Jews, as well as members of the 

Sinti and Roma communities, and 

culminated a few years later in the 

Shoah and the Roma Holocaust. 

Books about “racial hygiene” con-

tained equally scientifically untena-

ble explanations of the inheritabili-

ty of criminal traits and anti-social 

behaviour, and of the necessity of 

the law, adopted in late 1933, “for 

the prevention of offspring with he-

reditary diseases” that legitimised 

forced sterilisation and the murder, 

from 1941 onwards, of more than 

200,000 physically or mentally ill 

people, or those labelled as such, 

at special killing centres. Last but 

not least, “military science” gave a 

propaganda boost to war mobilisa-

tion efforts, which led to the Sec-

ond World War begun by Germany 

four years later and over 60 million 

deaths. It is inexcusable that such 

erudite individuals as the Bücher-

hallen librarians were unable to 

foresee that this – or at least some-

thing similar – might happen, but in-

stead actually helped bring it about 

by making the relevant literature  

available.

Dismissed:  
Julia Curjel, librarian

Hamburg Nazi party offices and au-

thorities continued to receive de-

nunciations and complaints about 

Jewish librarians. There were enquir-

ies, appeals and, finally, the blunt 

demand to put an end once and for 

all to a “state of affairs that is incom-

patible with National Socialism”. This 

affected not only Hedda Guradze, 

but also another of the Bücherh-

allen librarians: Julia Sophie Curjel 

(1881–1975).

Julia Curjel had worked at the 

Hamburg Bücherhallen since 1901 

and had thus already been em-

ployed there during its early years. 

Her family belonged to the Jewish 

community.81 When a branch of the 

library was established in the then 

densely populated working-class 

district of Hammerbrook in May 1912 

– it was housed in the public baths 

on the corner of Süderstrasse and 

Heidenkampsweg – she was ap-

pointed its chief librarian.82 Around 

a quarter of the library users were  

young people.83 

In 1934, Julia Curjel began to suspect 

that her colleagues were spying on 

her because of her Jewish faith. As 

she later reported during her com-

pensation proceedings, these col-

leagues, who had been appointed 

by the Nazi personnel office, would 

repeatedly attempt to provoke her 

into making “rash remarks” that 

would have led to her immediate 

dismissal and possibly even her ar-

rest. In the end, she turned to her 

superior Albert Krebs for help, as 

she clearly trusted him.84 After the 

war, he retrospectively blamed the 

Gestapo: “A former communist, who 

after a lengthy period of imprison-

ment in a concentration camp had 

been assigned to the Hammerbrook 

branch of the Bücherhallen by the 

Gestapo, ostensibly on parole but 

probably to spy on Miss Curiel, was 

removed again.”85 

On 11 October 1935, 34 years after 

File from the ‘Behörde für Volkstum, Kirche und 
Kunst’ marked “Dismissal Julia Curjel” and, in 
brackets, “Jew”; StaHH
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she had begun working at the library, 

Julia Curjel was suspended and then 

forced to retire on 30 June 1936 for 

being Jewish. In an essay he wrote 

about the Bücherhallen, Albert 

Krebs also made reference to this 

– although he played the situation 

down and was pleased that Curjel, 

unlike Hedda Guradze, had not made 

his life as Bücherhallen director dif-

ficult: “[I]ncidentally, this employ-

ee [Julia Curjel, F.S.] not only had a 

happy disposition, but also a con-

sciousness of her Jewishness that 

made her fate […] somewhat easier. 

She was very much a member of her 

community, suffered with it and was 

able to find comfort and strength in 

such togetherness. It was quite dif-

ferent with Miss Guradze. She com-

plained again and again, claiming 

that she was a complete stranger to 

the Jewish world.”86

 In June 1936, the Gestapo forced 

Julia Curjel to move out of her flat. 

She had to sell her furniture and 

household items – including some 

300 books and notes – at knock-

down prices or leave them behind. 

When in mid-1938 she stopped re-

ceiving her pension and the antise-

mitic persecution became increas-

ingly unbearable, she decided to 

emigrate. She fled to England on 16 

August 1939, where she stayed with 

an uncle in Manchester.87 In late 1941 

she found a job there as an assistant 

at the public library. Clearly she al-

ready had a more than sufficient 

command of English by then. In June 

1947 she returned to Hamburg at the 

age of 65. 

Krebs’ post-war remarks about the 

persecution and disenfranchise-

ment that Julia Curjel and Hedda 

Guradze also had to suffer shine a 

revealing spotlight on the way he 

viewed himself and, above all, on his 

antisemitism: “My personal attitude 

as a former nationalist, national so-

cialist and antisemite was simple: 

my antisemitism had nothing to do 

with collective condemnation or 

collective persecution; it was direct-

ed only against that Jewish minority 

which, in my opinion, harmed the 

German people by dint of its fre-

quently [!] very loud and conspicu-

ous activity. That was not the case 

here.” He attempted both to justify 

his antisemitism and to put it into 

context by making reference to anti-

semitic justifications. In the case of 

Hedda Guradze, on the other hand, 

he found it “quite plausible” in hind-

sight that her father’s ancestors had 

been “Aryan”, as he had in his words 

seen her father and “photographs 

of family members”.88 This makes it 

very doubtful that he really was a 

“former” antisemite.

Goebbels caricature 
and satirical poem

On 10 January 1935, party member 

Carl Schmidt wrote to the Ham-

burg NSDAP Gauleiter to complain 

that foreign newspapers containing 

Nazi caricatures were being used as 

wrapping paper at the Mönckeberg-

strasse branch of the Bücherhal-

len.89 He attached an example – an 

excerpt from the Danish newspaper 

Berlingske Tidende – along with a 

German translation of it. The com-

plaint landed via the Authority of 

Folklore, Church and Art on the desk 

of Albert Krebs, who immediately or-

dered foreign newspapers to be dis-

posed of in future when waste paper 

was purchased.90

Friedo Lampe, librarian

At that time, the librarian and dep-

uty Bücherhallen Director Richard 

Ohnsorg was still chief librarian at 

the Mönckebergstrasse branch. A 

short time later, at the end of March 

1935, he took early retirement in or-

der to devote himself entirely to the 

Niederdeutsche Bühne theatre that 

A zealous reader sent the Bücherhal-
len a Danish newspaper containing 
a Goebbels caricature and satirical 
poem (along with a German trans-
lation) that had been used to wrap 
loaned books at the Mönckeberg-
strasse branch; StaHH
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he had founded, which later became 

the Ohnsorg Theater. Though not an 

NSDAP member, he did belong to 

the NSV and in 1942 also joined the 

National Socialist Alumni League of 

German Students, the NSAHB.91 His 

successor was Friedrich “Friedo” 

Lampe (1899–1945), a writer and 

librarian with a PhD in literature 

studies who had started out as an 

assistant at the Eppendorf branch 

in 1932.92 

Lampe continued his writing even 

after becoming a librarian. In the 

autumn of 1933, Rowohlt-Verlag 

published his novel “Am Rande der 

Nacht” (At the Edge of the Night), 

which featured scenes – which Lam-

pe described as “fleeting, as if in a 

film” – from a Bremen harbour pub.93 

However, the book was banned al-

most immediately after its publi-

cation by the Berlin Central Police 

Department for the Prevention of 

Indecent Images and Writings for 

Prussia. Lampe, himself a homo-

sexual, had openly described ho-

mosexuality and sadomasochistic 

relationships in the novel. As the 

literary scholar Annette Hoffmann 

explains, the ban put him in the par-

adoxical situation of being required 

as a Bücherhallen librarian to purge 

the libraries of undesirable authors, 

a group to which he now belonged 

himself. 94 

The banning of the novel was not 

the biggest problem, however. Lam-

pe’s life could have been in danger if 

he had been prosecuted for his ho-

mosexuality. In June 1935, the Nazi 

state had further tightened Para-

graph 175 of the Reich Criminal Code, 

which criminalised sexual acts be-

tween male persons. Between 1933 

and 1945, around 50,000 men were 

convicted for even an alleged vio-

lation of this paragraph, with 5,000 

of them being sent to a concentra-

tion camp. But nothing happened 

to Lampe, even though he lived 

more openly as a homosexual at the 

time.95 He was even promoted. One 

reason no doubt was the fact that 

he too had been an NSDAP member 

since 1 May 1933.96

His life as a librarian did not satis-

fy him in the long term, however. In 

1937 he moved to Berlin to work as 

an editor at the Rowohlt publishing 

house.97 Just a few days before the 

end of the war, on 2 May 1945, Friedo 

Lampe was shot and killed by Soviet 

soldiers, who apparently thought he 

was a member of the SS on the run 

because he no longer looked like the 

photo in his military passport. The 

cross at his grave bears the inscrip-

tion “You are not alone.”

Official “List 1” of “un-
desirable literature“

While Albert Krebs continued to 

consistently align the Bücherhallen 

libraries with Nazi ideology; while 

Hedda Guradze fought desperately 

to be recognised as “Aryan” and thus 

to get her previous life back; while 

Julia Curjel was suddenly no longer 

needed after more than 30 years of 

a fulfilled working life and sat alone 

in her flat in Eppendorf; while Lotte 

Benett was building up a new life for 

herself in exile in Switzerland and 

Friedo Lampe had affairs with men, 

daily work life for most of the staff at 

the Hamburg Bücherhallen contin-

ued unchanged. 

In October 1935, the Reich Chamber 

of Literature issued “List 1” of “harm-

ful and undesirable literature” – the 

first Reich-wide and binding list of 

books to be removed. A year later, 

Albert Krebs informed the Bücherh-

allen chief librarians that such lists 

would in future be compiled by the 

Gestapo, who would also pick up and 

destroy the banned books them-

selves.98 Time and again, however, 

books would also be taken off the 

banned lists again. In late October 

1936, for example, the Reich Depart-

ment of Public Libraries reapproved 

a book entitled “Der Weg in die Tech-

nik” (The Path to Technology) by 

Franz Maria Feldhaus that the Reich 

Chamber of Literature had banned 

on political grounds in 1934. In June 

1936, Gestapo officers had confis-

cated the book from the Eilbeck 

branch of the Bücherhallen.99 As 

certain publishing houses were also 

banned, the public libraries also had 

Friedo Lampe (1899-1945), librarian at 
the Mönckebergstrasse branch and 
writer, undated; in the public domain
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to remove their books and replace 

them with the same titles from Na-

zi-compliant publishing houses. For 

example, the Bücherhallen were 

ordered in July 1939 to remove the 

Malik Verlag edition of Lev Tolstoy’s 

“Anna Karenina” and buy a copy from 

another publisher instead.100 

At the end of November 1938, the 

chief librarians were also required 

to remove sheet music and opera 

librettos by Jewish authors and 

send them to the Kohlhöfen branch, 

which in turn handed them over to 

the Municipal Music Library, which 

at the time was still independent.101 

After inspecting them, the latter 

offered to return the works by the 

non-Jewish composer Wilhelm Kien-

zl, which had been sent along with 

them by mistake.102 Everything car-

ried on as usual.  

Exchange programme 
with England
As part of an international exchange 

programme, the Bücherhallen sent 

the librarian Lotte Weisshaar on 

a two-month secondment to the 

public libraries in the English city 

of Coventry at the end of February 

1936. In her place, the librarian Hel-

en Wolter came to Hamburg.103 After 

the war, Krebs also commented on 

this exchange: “One of our librarians, 

who had worked […] for a number of 

months at an English public library, 

reported that she had encountered 

[…] a strange war mentality over 

there. However warmly she had 

been received herself, people had 

been very suspicious and unfriend-

ly in their remarks about Germany 

and German policy, even back in 

the summer of 1936. This was at a 

time when people in Germany, and 

most party members, definitely still 

believed in, and above all wanted, 

a policy of peace.”104 Certainly the 

overwhelming majority of the Ger-

man population were not yet think-

ing in 1936 of a war in which Ger-

many and they themselves would 

be involved. In conjunction with a 

comprehensive rearmament pro-

gramme, however, expanding Ger-

many’s “Lebensraum” in Europe was 

the main goal of Nazi foreign policy. 

It is hardly surprising therefore that 

this development was viewed with 

suspicion abroad.

Veddel branch and  
specialist department open

1937 saw the first new Bücherhallen 

branch open during the Nazi era. On 

3 November, the Veddel branch was 

inaugurated in the presence of the 

Hamburg Cultural Senator, a repre-

sentative of the Reich Chamber of 

Literature, representatives of the 

Hitler Youth (HJ), League of German 

Girls (BDM) and National Socialist 

Women’s League (NSF), several li-

brarians and school head teachers, 

as well as the local press.105

That same year, the Hamburg Spe-

cialist Department for Public Librar-

ies was established. Its role was to 

oversee the 57 volunteer-run pub-

lic libraries in the Hamburg region. 

On 1 January 1939 the specialist 

department was subordinated to 

the Hamburg cultural administra-

tion authority, and affiliated to the 

Bücherhallen on 1 September 1940.106 

This meant that the latter’s director 

was also the director of the special-

ist department, though in budgetary 

terms it was still part of the cultural 

administration authority107 until the 

Bücherhallen also took over its staff 

on 1 January 1949.108

THE JOERDEN ERA

When the guidelines for public li-

braries were published on 26 Oc-

tober 1937, the adaptation of public 

library collections to Nazi ideology 

was deemed complete throughout 

the Reich, and this was also the case 

at the Bücherhallen. Instead of hav-

ing regional libraries or municipal 

library systems that operated inde-

pendently, as had been the case in 

the Weimar Republic, a library sys-

tem now existed that was centrally 

controlled Reich-wide, hierarchical 

An article about the opening of the 
Veddel branch in the NSDAP newspa-
per Hamburger Tageblatt on 3.11.1937.
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in structure and uniform in terms of 

its organisation, with a precisely de-

fined educational mandate.109

On 13 December 1937, Director Krebs 

issued a circular to the chief librari-

ans “in light of current circumstanc-

es” to expressly notify them that all 

employees were to greet visitors 

with the words “Heil Hitler”. Greeting 

them by saying “Guten Morgen” or 

using “Auf Wiedersehen” to say good-

bye to them constituted a “breach of 

discipline”.110 In the character refer-

ence she wrote for Krebs in 1949 for 

the purposes of his denazification 

process, however, the librarian Jul-

ie Hansen said: “When I asked him 

occasionally how we should behave 

towards Barmbek readers who re-

fused as a matter of principle to give 

the Hitler salute, he just said with a 

laugh “I’ll leave that up to you” – and 

that was that.”111 There is no way of 

knowing whether Krebs was really 

so nonchalant in the way he dealt 

with this matter, though it seems 

doubtful in view of his rigorous in-

structions.

On 1 April 1938, Krebs’ patron, the 

Hamburg Reich Governor Karl Kau-

fmann, gave his career a boost when 

he made him the senior executive of 

the cultural administration authori-

ty, a position that also gave him re-

sponsibility for the Bücherhallen. In 

September 1940 he was promoted 

to the position of senate director.112 

He was succeeded as Bücherhallen 

director on 1 August 1938 by Rudolf 

Joerden (1901–1985), 113 a librarian 

with a PhD in education. As a teach-

er at the Pedagogical Academy in 

Frankfurt am Main, he had been 

transferred to a primary school on 

1 April 1933 on the basis of Section 

5 (1) of the Law for the Restoration 

of the Professional Civil Service. 

Though the precise reason for this 

demotion is not known, the Frank-

furt institution did have a reputation 

as a “red academy”.114 Joerden was 

not deemed entirely unacceptable 

by the Nazi state, however. From 

1935 he ran Wiesbaden City Library 

and moved from there to Hamburg. 

As soon as he took over at the 

Bücherhallen, he decided to carry 

out a “streamlined organisation and 

internal restructuring of the overall 

operation” and to expand the main 

library. Though his aim was to relieve 

the burden on the individual branch-

es, this was also consistent with 

the Nazi principle of centralisation. 

Furthermore, the librarians were to 

draw up a standardised “catalogue” 

for all the Bücherhallen libraries.115 

Joerden also addressed the signif-

icantly decimated collections and 

poor financial resources that the 

Bücherhallen still had by compar-

ison with other big city libraries. 

As a result, Hamburg Reich Gover-

nor Karl Kaufmann did then drum 

up donations that allowed at least 

the Mönckebergstrasse and Eilbek 

branches to be renovated.116

Groß-Hamburg-Gesetz

On 26  January 1937, the Reich gov-

ernment had already passed a law, 

due to come into force on 1 April 

1937, that was to have a major im-

pact on the Bücherhallen: the 

Groß-Hamburg-Gesetz. It expanded 

the territory of the city of Ham-

burg by 80 percent, increasing its 

population by 40 percent. Various 

Prussian villages such as Billstedt, 

Lokstedt and Finkenwerder were 

incorporated into Hamburg, as were 

the towns of Altona, Wandsbek and 

Harburg-Wilhelmsburg, which, like 

Bergedorf, lost their independence 

as a result. The same applied to 

their respective libraries, which be-

came branches of the Bücherhallen. 

Though implementation of the law 

had been completed in political and 

administrative terms by 1 April 1938, 

the incorporation of the municipal 

libraries took significantly longer. 

At the management meeting on 

5 June 1939, Rudolf Joerden an-

nounced that the libraries of the 

towns that had now been incorpo-

Rudolf Joerden (1901-1985), Bücherhallen director 
from 1938 to 1967, undated; Bücherhallen archive
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rated into Hamburg and, as part of 

the same process, the music library, 

would come under the manage-

ment of the Bücherhallen from 1 July 

1939.117 Because of the war, howev-

er, the merger did not begin until 

1 September 1940 and was finally 

completed on 1 April 1941.118 With the 

addition of Altona and its districts 

of Gross-Flottbek, Stellingen and 

Eidelstedt, Wandsbek and its Tonn-

dorf neighbourhood, Harburg with 

Wilhelmsburg and Wilstorf, plus the 

music library, the Bücherhallen now 

had 18 rather than eight branches, 

with a total collection comprising 

nearly 200,000 publications. There 

were also 25,000 volumes of sheet 

music at the music library, which at 

the time was the second largest of 

its kind in the German Reich.  

It is not surprising that such a ma-

jor change also had the potential to 

cause conflict. Martha Böhmer, who 

had been in charge of the Bücher-

hallen ever since Rudolf Joerden 

was drafted into the Wehrmacht in 

August 1940, reprimanded Wilhelm 

Krebs, a retired headmaster who 

had founded and still ran Wandsbek 

library, in no uncertain terms in late 

July 1941: “Wandsbek Public Library 

is so very much your own personal 

creation that you will doubtless find 

it difficult to give up or change the 

character of certain things that you 

have established there. However, 

this will be necessary because you 

have now been incorporated into 

the Hamburg Public Libraries and 

will certainly need to give up all of 

your resistance, be it minor or in 

many cases considerable, to the 

planned changes.”119 It isn’t difficult 

to imagine how the significantly old-

er Wilhelm Krebs felt about being 

admonished in this way by a young-

er woman who was also his superior. 

Based in Altona Museum, Altona Mu-

nicipal Library found itself in a par-

ticularly complicated situation. In 

1931, the town of Altona had merged 

its municipal library, public library 

and museum library to facilitate 

their administration and make life 

easier for readers. Helmut Groos, 

who had a PhD in philology and was 

the head of the public library, be-

came the director of the new “uni-

fied library”. Now, however, the indi-

vidual elements had to be separated 

again and Groos’ status clarified.120

A special role was played by the 

music library. Because integrating 

it into the Bücherhallen system had 

been a very costly process, the post 

of director, which had previously 

been paid by the Education Author-

ity and had been held since 1930 

by a teacher, Dr Rudolph Tschierpe, 

was abolished. Born in 1893, Tschier-

pe, who until 1933 had been an SPD 

member and music journalist at the 

SPD newspaper Hamburger Echo and 

a member of the NSDAP from 1937, 

then continued to work three days a 

week on a voluntary basis.121

Jewish readers are excluded

By the autumn of 1938, Jews had 

been stripped of almost all of their 

basic rights, had lost their jobs and 

thus their incomes, and had been 

forced to adopt an additional first 

name, Sara for women and Israel 

for men. From 20 October 1938 they 

were also no longer permitted to 

enter the Bücherhallen – a further 

restriction on their lives, as many of 

them could no longer afford to buy 

books as they became increasingly 

impoverished. This also deprived 

them of a place where they could 

meet socially. This order was issued 

by Rudolf Joerden without reference 

to any Reich-wide law and thus ap-

parently at his own discretion.122 

Less than two weeks later, he stip-

ulated that certain works by Jewish 

authors should be destroyed direct-

ly at the Bücherhallen libraries. Oth-

ers were to be handed out only to 

those holding a student card, while 

the rest were to be sent to the Kohl-

höfen branch, which passed them 

on to the State Library.123 Five days 

later, during the night from 9 to 10 

November 1938, the violence against 

Jews escalated across the Reich.  
The ‘Groß-Hamburg-Gesetz’ saw the 
municipal libraries in Altona, Harburg 
and Wandsbek incorporated into the 
Bücherhallen system; StaHH
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THE BÜCHERHALLEN 
DURING THE  
SECOND WORLD 
WAR
On 1 September 1939, Germany’s 

armed forces, the Wehrmacht, in-

vaded Poland and the Second World 

War began. Since July, the Bücherh-

allen had been ordered by the Reich 

Department of Public Libraries to 

acquire more “books about the east”. 

Titles such as “Uns rief Polen” (Po-

land called us) and “Das Deutschtum 

in Polen” (Germanness in Poland) 

were supposed to convince read-

ers of the alleged lawfulness of the 

occupation.124 One week after the 

invasion, Joerden stressed to the 

branch managers how important 

the Bücherhallen libraries were in 

the war. He said that they were now 

“vital” because they could supply 

the population with the books “that 

they need more than ever in these 

great and difficult times, both for 

education and for reflection and re-

laxation”. He also called upon every-

one to attend air-raid protection 

and first aid courses.125

The librarian Meinhard Ufen was 

one of the members of staff who 

had already been drafted into the 

Wehrmacht at the end of August 

1939. According to information from 

the military authority, he died in an 

accident on 28 August 1939. In fact, 

24-year-old Ufen had hanged him-

self at the Theodorstrasse barracks 

in Hamburg-Altona one day after his 

enlistment – information that would 

have been too negative given the 

prevailing victorious mood.126

The Bücherhallen quickly adapted to 

the wartime circumstances. From 4 

September 1939, staff were already 

arranging standby shifts to cover 

the nights, weekends and public hol-

idays.127 In the public area, a map was 

to depict “in impressive manner the 

daily advances of our Wehrmacht by 

means of little flags or the like”, with 

the daily military report to be dis-

played directly next to it.128 

At the end of September, the Re-

ich Department ordered that all 

books about England and France 

be checked to determine whether 

they were likely to “undermine the 

strength needed to endure and the 

will to win on the German side in 

terms of the issues they raised and 

the way they dealt with them.” If so, 

the books in question were to be re-

moved. The same applied to books 

about the Soviet Union.129 Further-

more, staff were supposed to dis-

play brochures about the war in a 

clearly visible place.130 

Even when the Allies launched their 

first air raids on Hamburg in May 

1940, the librarians continued their 

work at the Bücherhallen with ef-

ficiency and dedication. They de-

veloped a new system for works 

of non-fiction, drew up new rules 

for cataloguing, packed parcels of 

books for barracks, Reich Labour 

Service camps and military hos-

pitals and organised exhibitions. 

In the autumn of 1940 they also 

took part as usual in “German Book 

Week”, providing guided tours and 

reading-aloud sessions for children. 

The only difference now was that 

a British landmine was on display 

among the books – a trophy of the 

war against England.131 At that time, 

all the Bücherhallen branches were 

run by women. Library users were 

also women for the most part, plus 

the usual children and adolescents. 

From 20.10.1938, Jewish readers are 
no longer permitted to enter the 
Bücherhallen; StaHH
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From mid-1941, the production of 

books was reduced by over 60 per-

cent due to a shortage of paper. Only 

books important for the war effort 

were to be produced, which also 

affected the range on offer at the 

Bücherhallen.132 From 1942, the num-

ber of books that could be borrowed 

per person had to be severely limit-

ed, as did the number of new readers 

who could be registered.

Expropriation of  
Jewish property

The Bücherhallen had already 

sacked those members of their staff 

who were Jewish or labelled as Jews 

and had banned Jewish readers from 

entering the libraries. Now they also 

enriched themselves by appropri-

ating the property of Jews who had 

emigrated or been deported. On 11 

June 1942, Martha Böhmer noted 

that the “department for the use of 

confiscated assets” had offered the 

Bücherhallen “books from Jewish 

ownership”.133 Though such books 

had previously been sold at auc-

tion, the head of this department 

now believed that they would be in 

better hands at the Bücherhallen. 

The books in question came from a 

“significant collection from a Jewish 

dentist” that was being held at the 

Dammtorwall bailiff’s office. Böhmer 

quickly made her way there and se-

lected “around 130 well-preserved 

volumes of instructive and aesthetic 

content”. She had to pay only a min-

imal fee, so essentially the Bücher-

hallen received the books free of 

charge. Afterwards she requested 

the person in charge at the depart-

ment to notify her if another collec-

tion of books was to be auctioned so 

that she could again select suitable 

titles beforehand.

In fact, less than two months later 

she and the librarian Annemarie Rib-

bentrop were once again able to se-

lect books for the Bücherhallen from 

a large collection being held by the 

auctioneer Heinrich Schopmann on 

Hohe Bleichen. Both took 70 books 

with them. Around four weeks later, 

Schopmann held another auction, 

this time at the Jewish old people’s 

home on Kurzer Kamp in Ham-

burg-Fuhlsbüttel. He had previously 

announced the date of the auction, 

as well as some additional informa-

tion, in the local newspaper Ham-

burger Tageblatt.134 The contents of 

“roughly” 22 flats were to be sold.

This time, it was the librarian Hed-

wig Laudi who chose around 70 

books for the Bücherhallen. The old 

people’s home in question was the 

Mendelson-Israel-Stift, which the 

Nazi rulers had designated a “Jews’ 

house” in 1939. 23 of the home’s 

residents had been deported to the 

Theresienstadt ghetto on 19 July 

1942.135 It was their property that 

Schopmann was selling at auction 

and that the Bücherhallen were tak-

ing for their own benefit. Hedwig 

Laudi would certainly have known 

how the auction had come about. 

From 1942, “Jews’ houses” had to be 

designated as such; it is also hard-

ly likely that over 20 people would 

have died in such rapid succession. 

Furthermore, it had been stated in 

the advertisement that the auction 

was being conducted “on behalf of 

an official department”.  

On 4 and 5 September 1942, Martha 

Böhmer, together with the music 

library’s director Rudolf Tschierpe 

and the librarian Marga Plitt, went to 

the office of the chief financial presi-

dent to select around 200 books and 

40 volumes of sheet music “free of 

charge” that had been left by Jews. 

The Mönckebergstrasse branch re-

ceived around 70 of these books, 

while all of the sheet music was giv-

en to the music library. In total, at 

least 570 books and 40 volumes of 

sheet music that had been formerly 

owned by Jews and then seized by 

the City of Hamburg were thus to be 

found in the Bücherhallen collec-

tions.

The Bücherhallen also benefitted 
from property confiscated from Jews 
deported from an old people’s home 
in Fuhlsbüttel; the ad announcing the 
auction in the Hamburger Tageblatt 
from 29.8.1942 is shown here.
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Removal of collections

The Bücherhallen libraries ceased 

operating in the wake of the heavy 

bombing raids on Hamburg in the 

summer of 1943. Most of their build-

ings were badly damaged or com-

pletely destroyed. On 22 February 

1944, the cultural administration au-

thority notified the State Library and 

the Bücherhallen, among others, 

that cultural assets could be placed 

in a tunnel under the motorway in 

the Veddel district for safekeeping.136 

The Kohlhöfen, Mönckebergstrasse, 

Eppendorf, Veddel and Harburg 

branches applied to have in total 

around 5,100 banned books and ti-

tles that had been set aside brought 

there, together with a number of 

particularly rare or valuable vol-

umes and some sheet music. The 

Altona branch reported that around 

800 valuable reference works that it 

had loaned to the State Library were 

being kept in the flak tower on Heili-

gengeistfeld. It is possible that these 

were the books that had been hand-

ed over from May 1933 onwards.137 

As an inspection revealed, however, 

the motorway tunnel proved unsuit-

able for storing cultural assets, so 

the cultural administration authori-

ty made rooms available in the Ham-

merdeich high-rise bunker. Around 

7,000 books and 1,300 volumes of 

sheet music were taken there in May 

1944, with another 500 or so books 

from the Hammerbrook branch be-

ing added at the end of 1944.

Everyday life at the  
libraries during the bombing

In June 1944 the Wilhelmsburg 

branch of the Bücherhallen was 

completely destroyed in the bomb-

ing. All the windows and doors were 

blown to smithereens, reported the 

librarian Agnes Krieg, “[t]he walls 

have been partly knocked down or 

caved in, as has part of the ceiling. 

Some shelves are still standing, 

while others have collapsed, with 

probably half of the books buried 

under rubble and the rest still on the 

shelves. Most of the furniture ap-

pears to be undamaged. Most of the 

lamps and all of the curtains have 

been shattered or torn to shreds.” 

When the building of the Kohlhöfen 

branch was severely damaged by an 

aerial mine in April 1945, staff dug 

the books out from under the rub-

ble. The Wandsbek, Barmbek, Eilbek, 

Rothenburgsort and Altona Eidelst-

edt branches were destroyed, while 

the Altona Gross-Flottbek and Stel-

lingen branches had to be evacu-

ated, as did the Eppendorf branch, 

which was assigned rooms at the 

then Museum of Ethnology on Roth-

enbaumchaussee instead.138 

The Hammerbrook branch of the li-

brary was in ruins, as indeed was the 

entire district. In October 1943, the 

Office for War-Essential Operations 

(AKE) assigned rooms in the Catho-

lic school at Alsterdorfer Strasse 73 

to the Bücherhallen so that a Win-

terhude branch could be set up. 

The rescued books and shelves had 

been stored at the Kunsthalle by po-

lice officers and Wehrmacht soldiers 

on behalf of the AKE.139 On 20 and 21 

January 1944, four prisoners of war, 

together with uniformed members 

of the HJ and BDM, had to help move 

them from the Kunsthalle to Win-

terhude. The new branch opened on 

17 April 1944 with a small ceremony 

held in the presence of Senate Di-

rector Krebs and all the Bücherhal-

len chief librarians. Another branch 

was founded in a school on Breiten-

The devastated Hammerbrook dis-
trict with the high-rise bunker where 
the Bücherhallen moved around 9,000 
books and volumes of sheet music for 
safekeeping, undated; Rothenburg-
sort district archive
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felder Strasse in Eppendorf in March 

1945. Though lending had declined 

following the start of the war, it 

nearly doubled between 1940 and 

1945 – despite the collections being 

much depleted and the buildings 

partly destroyed. 

Grete Grau, chief librarian of the 

Hammerbrook branch and Julia 

Curjel’s successor, did not live to 

see the new branch open in Win-

terhude. At the age of 46, she had 

taken her own life on 24 October 

1943.140 The destruction of “her” li-

brary and the death of many of her 

readers had apparently robbed her 

of the will to live. As her colleague 

Gertrud Rosenbaum later reported, 

she would often cycle through Ham-

merbrook after the heavy bombing 

raids in the summer of 1943, would 

turn over the corpses lying on the 

side of the path and wonder which 

of them were those of her readers. In 

addition, she had family problems.141

NO STUNDE NULL

The Second World War ended in 

Hamburg when the city was sur-

rendered to the British army with-

out a fight on 3 May 1945. Whole 

city districts were in ruins, and 

people were flocking to Hamburg 

from every direction: those return-

ing from the surrounding region or 

fleeing from areas occupied by the 

Red Army as well as Wehrmacht sol-

diers and liberated concentration 

camp inmates, forced labourers 

and prisoners of war. Hundreds of 

thousands were living in emergency 

accommodation. No trams or buses 

were running, and the city was dark 

after sunset as there was no pub-

lic lighting. The British occupiers 

banned all Nazi organisations, dis-

missed thousands of civil servants 

and municipal employees with Nazi 

backgrounds by November 1945 and, 

together with “untainted” Germans, 

attempted to set up a functioning 

system of administration. However, 

many Nazis were soon reinstated 

because their professional expertise  

was indispensable. 

The Bücherhallen did their best to 

quickly supply the local population 

with literature again. The library 

buildings in Eilbek, Barmbek, Roth-

enburgsort, Harburg-Wilhelmsburg, 

Wandsbek and Eidelstedt no longer 

existed, however, and the Eppen-

dorf, Kohlhöfen, Harburg-Heimfeld 

and Stellingen branches had had to 

shut down. Over 80,000 books had 

been destroyed, including around 

10,000 books that had been out on 

loan in bombed-out flats. The rest 

of the branches, including those 

in Mönckebergstrasse, Altona and 

Winterhude, were at least able to re-

open in the autumn of 1945, as was 

the music library.142 

Removal of Nazi literature

For this to happen, however, certain 

conditions needed to be met. First, 

any titles generally deemed to be 

“National Socialist, fascist, anti-Bol-

shevik, anti-democratic or antise-

mitic“ in nature were to be removed 

from the collections.143 Albert Krebs, 

still the senate director at the cul-

tural administration authority, is a 

good example of the flexibility with 

which staunch National Socialists 

adapted to the new political circum-

stances. On 6 Mai 1945, three days 

after Hamburg was handed over 

to the British, he and the Bücher-

hallen librarians diligently set to 

work drawing up guidelines for the 

removal of Nazi works, which also 

included taking out individual pag-

es. The branches were to use these 

guidelines to check their own collec-

tions. “The former NSDAP function-

ary Albert Krebs of all people, who 

[…] in December 1935 had ordered 

that the Hamburg Bücherhallen be 

brought into line with the principles 

and requirements of National So-

cialist ideology,” write Bücherhallen 

chroniclers Matthias Gretzschel and 

Anne Buhrfeind, “was now making it 

clear to the librarians which guide-

lines they should use to ‘denazify’ 

their collections.”144  

The representative of the military 

government proved to be much 

stricter than Krebs and the librar-

Margarethe “Grete” Grau (1897-1943), chief librarian 
at the Hammerbrook branch (destroyed in the 
summer of 1943), took her own life, undated; Sey-
delmann, private collection
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ians, however: all books that were 

even suspected of meeting the 

above requirements were to be re-

moved and then subjected to a thor-

ough case-by-case examination. A 

short time later, the military govern-

ment laid down more precise crite-

ria for removal, defining five catego-

ries in a letter to the Bücherhallen 

dated 19 July 1945: 

“a) Books that ‘disseminate Nation-

al Socialist or related völkisch ideas 

(including racial studies and racial 

hatred.)’ […]

b) Books that propagate fascist or 

anti-democratic ideas […], likewise 

official publications of party organ-

isations and all school books.

c) Books that attempt to sow dis-

cord between or incite contempt for 

the United Nations. […]

d) Books that spread ‘militaristic 

ideas, including ideas relating to 

a Greater Germany and German  

imperialism’. […]

e) Books that contain incitement to 

riot and disorder, or in any way to 

disrupt the activities of the military 

government.”145

In total, the Bücherhallen weeded 

out 36,700 books. Together with 

the books that had been destroyed 

as a result of the war, this reduced 

their collections by around 120,000 

titles. This left around 165,800 

books, meaning there was on aver-

age fewer than one book for every 

ten people in Hamburg.146 Thus the 

Bücherhallen were forced to contin-

ue imposing restrictions: users were 

only allowed to borrow one book 

per week, the libraries in the city 

centre accepted no new readers for 

six months, and people in the sub-

urbs could only join if they donated 

a book to the library.147 

But what was to be done with those 

books that had been removed from 

the collections? It is unclear wheth-

er the majority were turned into 

waste paper, as had been requested 

in February 1946. The Bücherhallen 

handed over at least some of them 

to the State and University Library 

for academic purposes between 

1946 and 1948.148 

The Cold War also left its mark 

on the Bücherhallen in early 1949. 

Whereas “anti-Bolshevik” literature 

was still supposed to be removed 

directly after the war ended, a “to-

tal ban” on books imported from the 

Soviet occupation zone now applied 

throughout Germany.149

Books for democracy

On 1 August 1945, Rudolf Joerden 

resumed his work as Bücherhallen 

director. At that time, the Bücherh-

allen also provided special services 

for certain groups of readers. From 

the collections of books provided 

by the German Relief Association for 

the Care of Refugees from the East 

Living in Bunkers and Camps, they 

would regularly put together par-

cels for these people. They created 

similar parcels for the Neuengamme 

internment camp, a former concen-

tration camp that the British military 

government was using to house as 

many as 10,000 suspected war crim-

inals, SS members, Nazi functionar-

ies and state officials heavily tainted 

by their Nazi past.150 Ironically, Albert 

Krebs, who had been suspended on 

25 July 1945 by order of the mili-

tary government and was interned 

in Neuengamme until July 1946, 

was probably also in this camp at  

the time.151

In October 1946, Lilli Volbehr hand-

ed a letter to the British-Jewish 

publisher Victor Gollancz, who was 

visiting the Bücherhallen and was 

Notice displayed in the city centre branches in 
August 1945; Bücherhallen archive
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well-disposed to the libraries. In it, 

she complained about the situation 

in which the Bücherhallen found 

themselves: “Around 15,000 read-

ers are currently registered with 

the […] Bücherhallen, thousands 

more want to become members but 

have to be rejected because there is 

neither enough space nor enough 

books. All of them are in great need, 

yet it is not possible to help them, 

neither the worker who wishes to 

read technical literature or political 

texts, nor the student who requires 

books for his studies, nor the harried 

housewife, the older person or the 

youngster, all of whom want a book 

for entertainment and relaxation 

during their meagre hours of leisure. 

[…]” She attached a list of “urgently 

desired books” to the letter.152

Martha Böhmer, Rudolf Joerden and 

a “Committee for the Rebuilding of 

the Hamburg Public Library System“ 

that was established at the Bücher-

hallen also attempted to secure fi-

nancial and material support for the 

libraries. They approached senators, 

unions, publishing houses, the Ham-

burg Church Authority, the press and 

the British military government.153 

Last but not least, the committee 

made a passionate appeal to the 

people of Hamburg, asking them to 

donate books.154 

Books donated from abroad

“We were not popular in the world,” 

noted the librarian Ruth Sierks in a 

commemorative publication issued 

by the Bücherhallen to mark its fif-

tieth anniversary155 – a breathtaking 

understatement in view of the mil-

lions of deaths worldwide that Nazi 

Germany had caused through war, 

the Shoah, the Roma Holocaust and 

the murder of patients. Sierks ex-

pressed her gratitude for the many 

donations from abroad that reached 

the Bücherhallen nonetheless. From 

1947, most of these books were do-

nated by an English organisation 

that German emigrants had found-

ed jointly with the Labour Party.156 

Books for children and young adults 

were given by the Swiss aid organi-

sation Schweizer Europahilfe, while 

the American Library in Stuttgart 

sent 225 publications in German and 

English. The “German-English Read-

ers’ Association” in Hamburg made 

its library of 4,000 books available 

to the Mönckebergstrasse branch. 

A very special donation arrived in 

December 1948, again from Swit-

zerland – from former Bücherh-

allen librarian Lotte Schwarz, née 

Benett. “Her concern was […] also 

for the Hamburg libraries,” wrote 

her biographer Christiane Uhlig, “as 

they were on the brink of collapse, 

as Lotte discovered from the cor-

respondence she had begun with 

her former boss at the library.”157 

This former boss was Lilly Volbehr, 

who was able to report to her col-

leagues that the Mönckebergstrasse 

branch had subsequently been sent 

four boxes of books from the Swiss 

Workers’ Welfare Association.158 Giv-

en the circumstances under which 

Lotte Schwarz had been forced to 

leave the Bücherhallen in 1934 fol-

lowing a denunciation in which Lilly 

Volbehr had been actively involved, 

her initiative was extremely gener-

ous in not only material but also hu-

man terms. In early 1949, the Danish 

Red Cross also sent 10,000 books 

from the Danish refugee administra-

tion to the Bücherhallen.159 

Mönckebergstrasse branch 1949, chief 
librarian Lilli Volbehr (pictured here 
wearing a hat); Bücherhallen archive
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Election of Board of  
Directors and Works Council
On 17 December 1946 a new Board of 

Directors was elected at the Ham-

burg Bücherhallen.160 Culture Sena-

tor Ludwig Hartenfels was elected 

as its chairman; Werner Kindt, who 

was responsible for popular cul-

ture at the cultural administration 

department, as his deputy, and 

Finance Senator Walter Dudek as 

treasurer. At the same meeting a 

revised version of the statutes was 

adopted. Eduard Hallier had already 

applied to the cultural administra-

tion authority in 1945 to be included 

in the Board of Directors – failing to 

recognise that it had now become a 

democratically elected body again. 

Hallier’s application was rejected 

because of his Nazi past. In late 1946 

the authority notified Joerden that 

Hallier had been rehabilitated, and 

on 20 October 1948 the Board of Di-

rectors voted him in as an addition-

al member.161 There had also been a 

works council at the Bücherhallen 

since the end of 1946.162 

“Denazification” of 
Bücherhallen staff

On 2 February 1946, the military gov-

ernment’s Education Control Unit 

informed Hamburg’s cultural ad-

ministration authority that it should 

set up a committee to handle the 

denazification of librarians. It was to 

be made up of librarians who were 

neither chief librarians nor tainted 

by having a Nazi background.163 As an 

“Advisory Committee” its job was to 

compile a short report on each indi-

vidual for the military government, 

whose representatives would then 

classify the librarians as belonging 

either to one of five categories – 

from “exonerated” to “mainly guilty” 

– if suspected of Nazi involvement, 

or to none of these if not. This also 

determined whether they would be 

dismissed, could continue their em-

ployment or would be employed as 

new members of staff. 

The report of the Advisory Com-

mittee was not to be based solely 

on responses to the questionnaire, 

however. The British military gov-

ernment felt that it was important 

for the committee’s members to 

know the people they were judg-

ing as well as possible.164 After hav-

ing been checked by the Education 

Control Unit, the Advisory Com-

mittee comprised Robert Dwenger 

from the Museum of Ethnology, 

Edith Bugge from the State Library 

and Hans-Harald Breddin from the 

Bücherhallen.165

On 18 January 1946, the cultural ad-

ministration authority sent the Ed-

ucation Control Unit the lists it had 

requested with the names of all the 

librarians in the libraries under its 

control.166 33 members of staff were 

listed for the Bücherhallen. 

For the study on which this brochure 

is based, the denazification files of 

19 of the 33 librarians were analysed. 

Almost all the questionnaires were 

completed in mid-January 1946, and 

almost all of the librarians added 

their signatures to confirm that the 

information they had given was true. 

It can therefore be concluded that 

the librarians completed the ques-

tionnaires at work. Seven of the 19 

librarians had been members of the 

NSDAP, including Rudolf Joerden, 

Otto Engelbert, Wanda Droess-

ler, Rudolf Tschierpe and Elisabeth 

Propach, who from September 1945 

ran the Hamburg library courses 

and was later head of the library 

school.167 

Like Engelbert, Joerden had also 

been a member of the SA. Most of 

the librarians had (also) belonged 

to the DAF and/or NSV. Elisabeth 

Propach and Gertrud Seydelmann 

were members of the National So-

cialist Women’s League (NSF), a wing 

of the NSDAP.168 13 librarians were 

not assigned to a category, while 

five were classified as “exonerated” 

(Category V) and one was assigned 

to a higher category, probably IV 

(“follower“). The two examples given 

below shed some light on the typi-

cal ways in which denazification pro-

ceedings were conducted for librar-

ians and the strategies they used to 

justify their actions and exonerate 

themselves.

Example: Hans Engelhard

Engelhard, who had succeeded Her-

bert Fenske as chief librarian of the 

Harburg Bücherhallen branch, had 

already been dismissed in 1945.169 He 

had been a member of the NSDAP 

from early 1932, and a block leader 

from 1938. He was head of a facto-

ry cell in the DAF and a member of 

the NSV, the Reich Colonial League 

and the Reich Air Protection League. 

The fact that he had already joined 

the NSDAP before 1932, had held of-

fices there and in the DAF, and was 

also a member of other associations 
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affiliated to the NSDAP or organisa-

tions supported by it, identifies him 

as a staunch National Socialist. Dur-

ing his denazification proceedings 

Engelhard sought to justify himself 

by portraying himself as a naive per-

son who had believed that the “de-

plorable state of the country” could 

only be remedied by “national”, that 

is to say völkisch, socialism. He even 

claimed to have been “critical” and 

“oppositional” because, despite be-

ing called upon to do so, he had not 

accepted any office in the NSDAP, 

which allegedly responded by ac-

tually throwing him out of the party 

for a short time. He said that he only 

gave in “[u]nder pressure” from a su-

perior. These explanations did not 

convince the British military gov-

ernment, which ordered that he be 

dismissed with effect from 1 August 

1945. In 1947 the Advisory Commit-

tee rejected Engelhard’s application 

for his denazification proceedings 

to be repeated. He applied again  

in 1949.

What is remarkable is that almost 

all of his librarian colleagues then 

exonerated him by issuing dena-

zification certificates known as 

“Persilscheine”. Marie Willich, who 

worked with Engelhard at the Altona 

branch from 1941 to 1943, recalls his 

“regret” at being unable to leave the 

NSDAP again and drummed up the 

support of virtually the “entire staff”, 

who had got to know him as an “op-

ponent of the NSDAP and its fanat-

ical impacts”. Helmut Groos – chief 

librarian from 1938 to 1942 at the 

Municipal Library, which then be-

came the Altona branch, member of 

the NSDAP from 1943 and classified 

as Category V in the denazification 

proceedings170 – noted that Engel-

hard had not approved of “the Nazi 

policy on the Jewish question”, while 

Hans-Harald Breddin even wrote on 

behalf of the Hamburg Bücherh-

allen to affirm that Engelhard had 

once stood in “resolute intellectual 

opposition to the system”. This was 

the same Breddin who, as a mem-

ber of the Advisory Committee, had 

agreed in August 1945 to Engelhard’s 

dismissal. Last but not least, Ulrich 

Streich, librarian at the specialist 

department, confirmed Engelhard’s 

account of how he had been briefly 

thrown out of the NSDAP. Since his 

dismissal, Engelhard had worked 

as a night watchman and builder; 

because of this, and in view of the 

character references provided, the 

Advisory Committee downgraded 

Engelhard back to Category V on 13 

January 1949, commenting that the 

three and a half years of manual la-

bour could be considered “sufficient 

atonement”.171

Example: Gertrud  
Seydelmann, née Rosenbaum

Gertrud Seydelmann, née Rosen-

baum, who was chief librarian at the 

Veddel Bücherhallen branch from 

1938, stated in her questionnaire that 

she had been a member not only of 

the NSF from 1937 to 1943, but also 

of the BDM from 1935 to 1937 and of 

the NSV from 1939 to 1943. Following 

her interview at the Bücherhallen 

in 1935, as Seydelmann explains in 

her autobiography “Gefährdete Bal-

ance” (Endangered Balance), Albert 

Krebs had told her: “Just join some 

organisation or other, then we’ll take 

you.”172 This prompted her to sign up 

with the BDM. However, until 1938 

the BDM would only admit girls and 

young women up to age 18.173 Sey-

delmann was already too old for this 

organisation in 1935, in other words, 

and certainly would have been much 

too old in 1936, which is the year 

her autobiography claims that she 

joined.174 When their membership 

ended because of their age, BDM 

members were not automatically 

admitted to the NSF either, despite 

Seydelmann writing that this was 

the reason for her NSF membership 

from 1937. In view of this and other 

contradictory comments she made 

when telling her “denazification sto-

ry”, the most plausible explanation 

is that 22-year-old Gertrud Seydel-

mann already joined the NSF to ad-

vance her career in 1935, later ben-

efited again from her membership 

but then attempted after the war 

– in a bid to deny her Nazi sympa-

thies and shrug off any responsibil-

ity – to make it appear that she had 

had no choice in the matter. An al-

leged interrogation by the Gestapo 

in 1941 also enabled her to qualify 

her membership of a wing of the 

NSDAP by portraying herself as an 

“opponent of the regime” engaged in 

“passive resistance”.175 The Advisory 

Committee did not assign her to any 

of the five categories, so there was 

nothing to stop her from continuing 

her employment.
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Suppressing the past rather 
than accepting responsibility

Five years after the end of the war, 

at least the worst of the damage to 

the Bücherhallen libraries caused 

by the bombing raids had been re-

paired, and their staff were looking 

ahead to the future, as were the ma-

jority of Germans. Dismissed by the 

Bücherhallen, the Jewish librarian 

Hedda Guradze had taken her own 

life in exile. Her Jewish colleague Ju-

lia Curjel had returned to Hamburg 

but was living there in poverty; her 

compensation proceedings, which 

began in 1947, dragged on for nearly 

ten years. Lotte Schwarz, who had 

fled from Nazi Germany for political 

reasons, had laboriously built a new 

life for herself in Switzerland. 

On Saturday, 19 November 1949, a 

major event was held in the Kaiser-

saal of Hamburg Town Hall to cel-

ebrate the 50th anniversary of the 

Hamburg Bücherhallen. Speakers 

included Eduard Hallier, who by then 

was 82, and Bücherhallen Director 

Rudolf Joerden. The German stud-

ies scholar Erich Trunz (1905–2001) 

gave a speech on “Hamburg poetry 

in the age of the Baroque and the 

Enlightenment”.176 But did those 

present know who the speaker actu-

ally was? Erich Trunz was a professor 

of contemporary German language 

and literature at Kiel University. 

However, he had also been an NS-

DAP member since 1934, an NSDAP 

training instructor in North Holland 

in 1934/35, professor of contempo-

rary German literary history at the 

“German University” in Nazi-occu-

pied Prague from 1940 to 1945, while 

at the same time being deputy lec-

turer leader in the National Socialist 

German Lecturers League, as well 

as head of the “Science Office” in 

Prague from 1942 to 1945.177 Trunz’s 

career as a Nazi academic, who had 

addressed the “great questions of a 

new völkisch poetry”, ended in 1945, 

after which no German university 

was initially willing to employ him.178 

So what were the criteria for select-

ing Trunz as speaker? The Hamburg 

cultural administration authority 

and the Bücherhallen apparently 

had no qualms about inviting him 

to be guest speaker, though Ger-

man studies scholars not tainted by 

a Nazi past must surely have been 

available. Here too, there can be no 

talk of any carefully considered ac-

ceptance of historical responsibility 

during the transition from dictator-

ship to democracy.

First page of the denazification questionnaire filled out by the librarian 
Gertrud Seydelmann, née Rosenbaum; StaHH
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From 1933, the staff of the Hamburg Bücherhallen, rath-

er than resisting it, actively and efficiently facilitated 

the transition from democracy to dictatorship at their 

workplace. Librarians who were politically unaccept-

able, Jewish or classified as Jewish were dismissed; by 

removing books that did not conform to Nazi ideolo-

gy, by revising catalogues and systems, by building up 

new collections and by offering numerous services, the 

Bücherhallen libraries were transformed into a tool of 

the unjust Nazi regime. Through their work, the librarians 

and assistants also helped ensure that the population 

supported the abandonment of democratic principles, 

the marginalisation and even extermination of those 

of their fellow citizens who were Jewish or classified as 

Jewish, and the militarism and megalomaniac fantasies 

of the Nazis, which culminated in a world war that cost 

millions of people their lives. And all of this in the vain 

hope of finally being acknowledged and better funded 

and equipped by the State of Hamburg. Though it is true 

that the Hamburg Bücherhallen libraries were modern-

ised and increasingly adopted an open-stack approach 

during the Nazi era, which put them in a leading position 

in the German Reich, this evolution ended when almost 

all of the libraries were destroyed during the war.

Admittedly, not all of the librarians embraced the Nazi 

ideology: with the exception of Lilli Volbehr, the women 

of the “pioneer generation” did not join the NSDAP, for 

instance. Nonetheless, no contemporary sources con-

tain any indication of sympathy or even solidarity with 

those persecuted. Neither Hedda Guradze nor Julia Cur-

jel mention anything of this kind in their testimonies. 

The only librarian who was part of the political resist-

ance and also had to leave Nazi Germany for this reason 

was Lotte Schwarz, née Benett. As a result of her political 

socialisation, she even arranged for donated books to 

be collected in Switzerland in the post-war period and 

sent to the Bücherhallen out of a sense of solidarity with 

the library that had dismissed her following a denunci-

ation. All the other librarians carried out the various in-

structions that were issued between 1933 and 1945 and 

in some cases even came up with ideas themselves for 

how to spread Nazi ideology among readers more ef-

fectively – even if it was the Bücherhallen directors Wil-

helm Schuster, Albert Krebs and Rudolf Joerden, who all 

belonged to the NSDAP out of conviction and for career 

reasons, who actually drew up or passed on the orders.  

What is striking is that the same librarians and the same 

Director Joerden who made the Bücherhallen look like 

a trailblazing pioneer of Nazi “popular education” then 

effected the transition from dictatorship back to democ-

racy with the same degree of dedication and compliance 

after the war ended in 1945. This may be suggestive of an 

apolitical stance, as if the staff of the Bücherhallen were 

only ever interested in supplying the population with 

literature. However, this attempt to pretend that their 

professional actions were not politically motivated had 

and will always have fatal consequences if the political 

system in question is a dictatorship bent on destroying 

people. Anyone who supported and helped to spread a 

political ideology at their workplace, such as happened 

at the Bücherhallen between 1933 and 1945, was acting 

politically even if they did so not out of conviction but 

out of an opportunistic desire to profit from it.

Just like in many other companies, associations and or-

ganisations, the transition from dictatorship to democ-

racy that began in 1945 also took place at the Bücher-

hallen without any acknowledgement of responsibility, 

let alone guilt. The way people often sought to distance 

themselves from National Socialism in the newly found-

ed Federal Republic of Germany was a phenomenon that 

was accompanied by continuities – in terms of person-

nel, institutions or mindsets – with the Nazi era well into 

the post-war period. Ignoring and suppressing what had 

happened characterised many people’s relationship 

with their own past, and this was also the case at the 

Bücherhallen. In the 1945 commemorative publication, 

Director Rudolf Joerden, a former member of the NSDAP 

and the SA, wrote about the “dark destiny that befell 

our people in recent decades”, apparently referring not 

only to the Nazi era but also to the Weimar Republic. 

Though Lilli Volbehr did mention Hedda Guradze and Ju-

lia Curjel in her contribution – the librarians who had 

been persecuted and dismissed for being Jewish – she 

portrays their marginalisation as a matter of destiny, as 

CONCLUSION
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an inevitability in which she was not involved. A list at 

the end of her contribution, headed “We mourn the fol-

lowing employees who were victims of the war”, reveals 

who the Bücherhallen viewed at that time as the real 

victims of the Nazi era: those Germans who died in or as 

a result of the war. Lilly Bieling and Annemarie Eckhoff 

paid tribute to Hedda Guradze in the trade journal BuB in 

1952, but there is no trace of an apology or acceptance of 

responsibility there either. It was to be decades before 

this changed.

In 2023, the Hamburg Bücherhallen179 sponsored a Stolp-

erstein (“stumbling stone”) to commemorate Hedda 

Guradze, the Jewish librarian who had been dismissed 

and took her own life in exile. It is located in front of 

her former workplace, the then Mönckebergstrasse 

branch of the library on Barkhof, at the beginning of  

Spitalerstrasse.180

During the Nazi era, however, the Bücherhallen had not 

only dismissed Jewish employees but also enriched 

themselves by appropriating the property of Jews who 

had fled into exile or been deported. It is not known what 

happened to these 570 or so books and volumes of sheet 

music. It is possible that items of stolen Jewish property 

are still to be found in the collection removed from the 

former music library, which encompasses more than a 

thousand books and volumes of sheet music. There were 

certainly stolen items at the Wilhelmsburg branch of the 

library, as evidenced by ex libris stamps, as well as in 

a collection of around 1,000 historical children’s books. 

The books from Wilhelmsburg were already handed over 

to the State and University Library (SUB) of Göttingen in 

the 1930s, while the children’s books went to the SUB 

Hamburg in 1996/97.181

Since January 2022, a project funded by the German Lost 

Art Foundation in Magdeburg has been helping public 

libraries all over Germany to check their collections for 

the presence of property looted by the Nazis.182 It is be-

ing carried out in cooperation between the German Li-

brary Association (dbv) and the Berlin School of Library 

and Information Science (IBI) at Humboldt-Universität 

zu Berlin. Fifteen public libraries in eight of Germany’s 

states have already had their collections examined dur-

ing the course of the project. In 2024 the Bücherhallen 

Hamburg also applied to take part in the project so as 

to receive professional support with the inspection of 

any of their stocks that still date back to the war and  

pre-war period.183 

EPILOGUE
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Bücherhallen Hamburg and the German Reich

1933
30 January
Adolf Hitler, the “Führer” of the NSDAP, is appoint-
ed Reich chancellor by Reich President Paul von 
Hindenburg.

18 March 
Director Wilhelm Schuster convenes a meeting to 
prepare the chief librarians of the Bücherhallen 
branches for the public library’s new role in the 
Nazi state. He gives instructions for the collec-
tion’s development and regarding the selection of 
books to be “purged”.

7 April 
As a result of the “Law for the Restoration of the 
Professional Civil Service”, numerous politically 
undesirable persons and Jews are dismissed from 
public service. 

Mai 
Since academic libraries are permitted to collect 
purged titles for research purposes, Altona Mu-
nicipal Library hands books over to the Hamburg 
State and University Library. This is followed by 
further transfers of books from the Bücherhallen 
to the State and University Library and Hamburg 
University’s Department of German Literature.

15 and 30 May 1933 
As part of a Reich-wide campaign, Hamburg 
students burn books by so-called “un-German” 
authors. Five days later, another book burning 
event takes place in Hamburg at the instigation of  
Nazi organisations.

16 May 
The first “officially recognised list”, which is “man-
datory for Prussia”, of the books to be removed for 
the purposes of “purging libraries of subversive 
and anti-state literature” is published in the Ger-
man book trade’s Börsenblatt magazine.

July 
Hitler’s deputy Rudolf Hess orders that NSDAP 
members who had joined the party before it came 
to power should be given preference when posi-
tions need to be filled.

28 July
The Prussian Minister of Science, Art and Educa-
tion decrees that all “non-Aryan library service 
interns” are to be dismissed.

17 August 
The trainee Ruth Kantorowicz is dismissed 
from her job at the Bücherhallen on antisemitic 
grounds. She converts to Catholicism in 1934 and 
from 1936 lives in a convent in the Netherlands. 
On 2 August 1942 she is deported to Amersfoort 
concentration camp and on 9 August is murdered 
at Auschwitz.

TIMELINE  

THE BÜCHERHALLEN IN NAZI GERMANY
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26 November to 6 December 
The Bücherhallen sponsor the “German Book Fair 
in Hamburg”, at which SA men act as “guards” and 
Bücherhallen Director Wilhelm Schuster gives a 
speech on “subversive literature”.  

Ende 1933
The first Reich-wide “white list” of around 300 
novels with völkisch-racist content appears.  
In the first year following the transfer of power, 
basic rights are curtailed, the first concentration 
camp is built, Jewish companies are boycotted, 
unions are banned and all political parties except 
the NSDAP are disbanded.

Ende 1933
The central office of the Bücherhallen orders a 
portrait of Hitler for every branch, followed by 
busts of Hitler and wall slogans by Hitler and 
Goebbels. Members of the Hitler Youth are given 
tickets to use the Bücherhallen free of charge. In 
early 1934, the Bücherhallen make a donation to a 
“swastika nailing”, with money having been raised 
among the staff. 
The Hamburg Bücherhallen compile lists of rec-
ommended Nazi books which they make availa-
ble, in some cases free of charge, to readers.

1934
30 January 
As a result of the “Law on the Reconstruction of 
the Reich”, German states lose their sovereignty 
and parliaments.

April 
Herbert Fenske becomes new chief librarian 
in Harburg after Karl Pütz is dismissed from his 
post for political reasons, having been a former 
member of the SPD. From 1935, Herbert Fenkse 
belonged to the German Labour Front and the Na-
tional Socialist People’s Welfare, but was likewise 
dismissed on 31 December 1937 because his wife 
was considered “half-Jewish” according to the 
Nazi racial categories.
Lotte Benett is dismissed from the Eppendorf 
branch for her involvement in the political resist-
ance. In June she flees to Zurich, where she is able 
to work as a librarian again from 1938.

1 September 
Albert Krebs replaces Wilhelm Schuster as 
Bücherhallen director.

1935
16 March
In line with the new law for the “build-up of the 
Wehrmacht”, compulsory military service is intro-
duced and armament begins.

28 June 
The Board of Directors meets for the last time. 
Most members had already been excluded on 
political grounds or because they were Jewish. 
The foundation’s autonomy is revoked, with the 
Bücherhallen henceforth to form part of the Ham-
burg Authority for Folklore, Church and Art. 
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From 1935, the Board of Directors is made up ex-
clusively of NSDAP members and sympathisers.

15 September 
The “Nuremberg Laws” are enacted. They provide 
the legal basis for the racial exclusion and per-
secution of Jews and those classified as such in 
Germany.

11 October   
34 years after she began working at the Bücher-
hallen, Julia Sophie Curjel, chief librarian of the 
Hammerbrook branch, is suspended and then 
forced to retire on 30 June 1936 for being Jewish. 
On 16 August 1939 she flees to England to escape 
antisemitic persecution. She returns to Hamburg 
in June 1947.

October 
The Reich Chamber of Literature issues “List 1” of 
“harmful and undesirable literature” – the first Re-
ich-wide and binding list of books to be removed.

1936
Nearly three years after the Nazis came to power, 
the Bücherhallen have aligned their collections 
and public relations activities with Nazi ideology.

The first official Reich-wide lists of banned books 
appear. In 1937, public libraries are officially in-
structed to hand over rejected books for academ-
ic purposes to appropriate libraries.

1937
The Hamburg Specialist Department for Public 
Libraries is established, its role being to oversee 
the 57 volunteer-run public libraries in the Ham-
burg region. It is affiliated to the Bücherhallen on 
1 September 1940.

28 February
The librarian Hedda Guradze is forced to leave 
the Bücherhallen after she and her family spent 
years trying to appeal against the Nazi categories 
that classified her as a “full Jew”. A request to be 
permitted to marry a non-Jewish Hamburg busi-
nessman is also rejected. The relationship breaks 
down and in 1939 she emigrates to the USA, where 
she takes her own life on 30 June 1945.

26 January 
The Greater Hamburg Act is passed. It expands the 
city’s territory by 80 percent, increasing its popu-
lation by 40 percent. 

26 October 
Guidelines for public libraries are published: the 
adaptation of public library collections to Nazi 
ideology is deemed complete throughout the Re-
ich. The result is a centrally controlled, hierarchi-
cal and uniformly organised library system with a 
defined educational mandate.

1938
August
Education expert and librarian Rudolf Joerden be-
comes the new Bücherhallen director after Krebs 
is made senior executive of the cultural adminis-
tration authority.
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20 October 
Jews are no longer permitted to enter the Bücher-
hallen. An order issued by Rudolf Joerden without 
any reference to any Reich-wide laws.

Autumn  
Jews have been stripped of almost all of their ba-
sic rights and have lost their jobs and incomes. In 
addition, they are forced to adopt an additional 
first name of “Sara” or “Israel”.

9 and 10 November 
During the Reich-wide pogrom against Jews in 
Germany and Austria, numerous synagogues and 
businesses are destroyed and over 25,000 Jews 
are deported to concentration camps.

1939
Late September 
Books from France, England and the Soviet Union 
are checked to determine whether they are likely 
to “undermine the will to win on the German side” 
and, if so, are removed.

September 
The German army, the Wehrmacht, invades Po-
land and the Second World War begins.

1940
April and May 
Germany attacks various European countries, in-
cluding Denmark, the Netherlands and France. In 
May, the Allies launch their first air raids on Ger-
many and Hamburg.

August 
Martha Böhmer takes over as director of the 
Bücherhallen after Rudolf Joerden is drafted 
into the Wehrmacht. From the autumn of 1940, 
all branches of the Bücherhallen are being run  
by women.

1941
Mid-1941 
Production of books is reduced by 60 percent due 
to a shortage of paper. Only books important for 
the war effort are now produced.

1942
20 January 
At the Wannsee Conference, measures to bring 
about a “final solution to the Jewish question”  
are defined.

11 June 
Martha Böhmer notes that the “department for 
the use of confiscated assets” has offered the 
Bücherhallen “books from Jewish ownership”. By 
late summer, a total of at least 570 books and 40 
volumes of sheet music that had been formerly 
owned by Jews are in the Bücherhallen collec-
tions.
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1943
21 January 
Max Karfunkel dies in the Theresienstadt ghet-
to, having been deported there on 15 July 1942. 
From June 1934 he had spent a year working sev-
eral times a week at the Kohlhöfen branch as an 
“assistant worker”. This position was assigned to 
him by the Welfare Authority because he was a  
welfare recipient.

18 February 
Nazi Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels gives 
his “Sportpalast speech” in Berlin, in which he calls 
for a “total war“. On the same day, Sophie Scholl 
and her brother Hans are arrested by the Gestapo 
while distributing flyers.

Summer 
The Bücherhallen cease operating. Most of their 
buildings are badly damaged or completely  
destroyed.

Summer 
In July, the Allies launch heavy bombing raids on 
Hamburg in “Operation Gomorrah”.

1944
20 and 21 January  
Four prisoners of war have to help HJ and BDM 
members move books and shelves rescued from 
the Kunsthalle to a Catholic school in Winterhude. 
The new Winterhude branch opens with a small 
ceremony on 17 April. In March 1945, another new 
branch opens in a school in Eppendorf.

May 
Around 7,000 books and 1,300 volumes of sheet 
music are taken to the Hammerdeich high-rise 
bunker for safekeeping. 500 more books from the 
Hammerbrook branch follow in late 1944.

6 June 
The troops of the Western Allies land in Norman-
dy in France and recapture territory occupied by 
Nazi Germany.

1945
3 May 
The Second World War ends in Hamburg when the 
city is handed over to the British army without a 
fight. This is followed on 9 May by Germany’s un-
conditional surrender.

Summer 
Books deemed “National Socialist, fascist, an-
ti-Bolshevik, anti-democratic or antisemitic” have 
to be removed from the collections. The Bücherh-
allen weed out a total of 36,700 books.

August 
Rudolf Joerden takes up his position as Bücher-
hallen director again. Albert Krebs, who was 
suspended on 25 July 1945 by order of the mili-
tary government, is detained at the former Neu-
engamme concentration camp until July 1946.

17 July and 2 August 
The leaders of the victorious Allied powers – the 
USA, United Kingdom and Soviet Union – meet in 
Potsdam to discuss the post-war order in Europe 
and Germany. France then agrees to the decisions 
taken at the Potsdam Conference.
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The Bücherhallen attempt to quickly supply 
the local population with literature again. The 
branches in Eilbek, Barmbek, Rothenburgsort, 
Harburg-Wilhelmsburg, Wandsbek and Eidelstedt 
no longer exist, while those in Eppendorf, Kohl-
höfen, Harburg-Heimfeld and Stellingen have to 
shut down. The rest of the branches are able to 
reopen in the autumn of 1945.

1949
May 
The Basic Law comes into force in the Federal 
Republic of Germany, while in the German Dem-
ocratic Republic the German People’s Congress 
approves the constitution.

19 November 
The 50th anniversary of the Bücherhallen is cel-
ebrated in the Kaisersaal of Hamburg Town Hall. 
One of the speakers is Erich Trunz, a German stud-
ies scholar with a Nazi past. Bücherhallen Director 
Rudolf Joerden plays down the Nazi period, and 
there is no trace of any apology or acceptance of 
responsibility towards those members of staff 
who were persecuted. 
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