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Performance and Social Organization  
as Antifascist Resistance in the Camp of Death

Olga Ştefan1

Abstract. This paper addresses how social organization, including performance such as theater, 
poetry, and dance, in Transnistria, first in the concentration camp Vapniarka, and thereafter in a 
ghetto called Grosulovo, were perceived by the Jewish prisoners as antifascist resistance. Using 
Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of field, habitus, and social capital, I analyze how social organization 
was managed in the camp and how establishing this network resulted in a high survival rate. This 
is the first paper to thoroughly focus on theatrical and performative production as forms of social 
organization in Vapniarka, called by the inmates the “Camp of Death”2.
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Introduction. Historical background

Transnistria was a territory between the Dniester and Bug Rivers occupied by Romania as 
an ally of Nazi Germany pursuant to Operation Barbarossa (the invasion of the Soviet Union 
by Romanian and German troops) from July 1941 to March 1944. Here more than 400,000 
local and deported Romanian Jews were killed by Romanian forces. Vapniarka, the camp 
on which this paper focuses, was located in the Northeastern part of this territory. It was 
one of two official concentration camps in the region of Transnistria (Friling, Ioanid, 
Ionescu, 2004)

Although most Romanian historiographers of the Holocaust claim that the prisoners at 
Vapniarka were communists3, including most recently Paul Shapiro in the preface for the 

1.	 PhD Student, “Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University, Iaşi, Romania, olgastefanconsulting@yahoo.com 
2.	 See, for example, Sergiu Lezea’s book Vapniarca: Lagărul Morţii, Bucuresti, 1945, among the 

many other testimonies that call it the camp of death.
3.	 Here are only some of the historians mentioning Vapniarka, falsely representing the Jews of 

Vapniarka as communist; Deletant: “Death through paralysis was not the only tragedy that awaited 
the communist Jews at Vapniarka” (2006, p. 197); most recently Shapiro: “However, in September 
1942, in a special action, the regime deported almost 1,200 communist or suspected communist 
Jews to a special camp called Vapniarca” (2024), the authors of the Final Report (2004) continue 
to refer to the prisoners from Târgu Jiu and Vapniarka as communists. The myth that Vapniarka 
was a camp of Jewish communists has been often repeated by historians, starting with Carp in his 
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newly published Rîbniţa Însângerată, my novel research shows that the majority of the 
Jewish internees in the camp were sentenced as political prisoners with no proof of any 
political activity.1 Because of their political prisoner status, the postwar communist regime 
instrumentalized the experiences of the Vapniarka survivors and labeled all of them, 
regardless of their affiliations, as antifascists. Because even during communism, antifascism 
could mean different things at different moments, representing the varied experiences of 
those that used the term, including those that spoke of Jewish suffering during the Holocaust 
(Kata Bohus, 2022), many survivors adopted the term of “antifascist” to self-identify.

The term “antifascist resistance”, used in this paper to refer to the social organization 
in the camp, is differentiated from other forms of resistance (spiritual or metaphysical, 
civic, individual or personal) through its active political nature. Here, “antifascist resistance” 
is an organized, political form of resistance against fascist genocidal policies that was aimed 
not at individual, but collective, survival through mutual aid and collective solidarity.

There were three phases in the lifespan of the Vapniarka camp. The Jewish prisoners 
from the first two phases all died from typhus, cold, hunger, debilitating diseases that at 
that time were not yet diagnosed, or simply shot2. However, the deportees in the last phase, 
slightly more than 1,000 Jews3 who were brought to Vapniarka on September 16, 1942 and 
are the subject of this study, had a very high survival rate inside the camp despite the 
conditions of extermination imposed by the camp authorities through the distribution of 
toxic pea fodder as food, a feat that was attributed to the resistance they enacted through 
social organization including culture (25004 SRI rola 21 ds. 40011 fila 94). Due to these 
conditions of extermination that killed off the majority of the Jews of the first two phases 
and paralyzed half of the Jews in the third, Vapniarka came to be known as „the camp of 
death”.

Methodology

My research is at the intersection of sociology, history, memory studies, and art history 
and uses a transdisciplinary approach to reveal successful strategies of survival in Vapniarka 

monumental The Black Book (1945), despite the documents he himself includes revealing that the 
majority were not even accused of communism. 

1.	 As I have shown in my published articles (for example, Ştefan, 2020, 2024), in opposition to 
previous claims by historians, they were arrested because they were Jews, viewed by Romanian 
authorities as inherent enemies of the state and pro-Soviet/Bolsheviks, i.e. the Judeo-Bolshevik 
myth. For example, pursuant order nr. 4147 from June 21, 1941 made by the then Ministry of 
Interior, Division General I. Popescu, all Jews as an ethnic category were seen as a Bolshevik 
threat.

2.	 As I write in “Real Comrades in Struggle and Suffering: The Women of Vapniarka Concentration 
Camp”, there were three phases in the lifespan of the Vapniarka camp: first from late 1941, after 
the Odessa massacre, to early 1942, second from March 1942 to July 1942, and third from August 
1942 to October 1943.

3.	 Of the approximately 1300 inmates in the camp by the end of 1942, 1179 were Jews according to 
the document 25021 rola 98 ds 1053 fila 295 of the CSER Archive, and over one hundred were: 
Ukrainian “sectarians” such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, Soviet prisoners, and Romanian criminals. 
More than 550 of the 1179 Jews had been deported from their homes, or liberty, including several 
families with children. I also argue in previous articles that numerous deportees from Târgu Jiu 
camp were not communists or communist sympathizers, putting the number of non-communists at 
much more than half the deported population.
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through various forms of antifascist resistance such as solidarity, mutual aid, and collaborative 
cultural production by analyzing the social organization in the camp. I approach my study 
of Vapniarka through Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of field, habitus, and social capital. 
Bourdieu defines field as “a network, or configuration, of objective relations between 
positions… that are objectively defined… in the structure of the distribution of species of 
power (or capital) whose possession commands access to the specific profits that are at 
stake in the field, as well as by their objective relation to other positions (domination, 
subordination, homology, etc” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 97), and I apply this to Vapniarka 
relating to the power relations in the camp itself, with the struggle between the prisoners 
and the camp command, as well as the class and ideological conflicts and collaborations 
among the prisoners. Habitus is defined as “the learned set of preferences or dispositions 
by which a person orients to the social world” (Bourdieu, 2002, p. 27)”, which in Vapniarka 
applies to the way that intellectuals, bourgeois and poor inmates were able to respond to 
the conditions of extermination imposed on them through the practices of their class. Lastly 
social capital – “more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 
recognition” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 117) – is interpreted as the way that the members of the 
communist collective and the members of the bourgeois class mobilized their connections 
to gain access to life-saving resources, but also competed for authority and legitimacy. 

The sources I engage with are mostly novel, discovered within the frame of my research, 
and include unpublished testimonies of the survivors themselves, official documents, songs 
and poems. To find the personal archives of the survivors, I initiated a long-term search 
through online databases, genealogical websites, and even international phone directories 
to reach descendants. For most of these descendants, this was the first contact about 
Vapniarka and their parents’ Holocaust experience that they had had with anyone.1

Through my research, I have been able to contribute new findings to Romanian Holocaust 
historiography, particularly the important role of social organization and culture to resistance 
resulting in the low mortality rate in the camp.

Social organization

Upon entering the camp, the lot of over 1000 Jewish prisoners was received by the 
commander of the camp, Major Murgescu, who a few months prior had trained specifically 
to become a camp administrator, with the phrase: „You will get out of here on all fours, 
if at all,” prefiguring their immediate future2. As a memo from February 1943 written by 
the camp doctors inside the camp states, the prisoner body was composed of four categories 
of prisoners: 140 non-Jewish Ukrainians, prisoners of war, and Romanian criminals; 
80  Jews from prisons inside Romania; 400 Jews from the Târgu Jiu camp for political 
prisoners; and 600 Jews from liberty. (Vapniarka, 1943) This breakdown does not exactly 
match with the statistics I cite in another paper, which represent the deportees on September 

1.	 I have over 300 ego-texts (artefacts, autobiographies, testimonies, recorded oral histories) as well 
as thousands of official documents. In “Real Comrades in Struggle and Suffering: The Women of 
Vapniarka Concentration Camp” (2024), I offer an examination of some of these testimonies, their 
year, and place.

2.	 During the war criminals’ tribunals of the Vapniarka commanders that took place in 1945, the mass 
majority of camp survivors testify that the Major did indeed say a variation of this statement. The 
documentation of the trial of Major Murgescu is in 25 004 SRI rola 22 ds 22.
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16, 19421 as: 407 so-called communist Jews from the Târgu Jiu camp, 72 Jews from other 
prisons, mostly Caransebeş, Văcăreşti and Mărgineni in the Romanian Old Kingdom (Regat) 
and an additional 544 Jews from liberty for a total of 1023 Jews. There they joined the 
existing Jews deported in August or those few surviving from the second lot. Despite being 
robbed like the other deportees by Romanian soldiers and authorities on the way, the Jews 
who were deported from liberty were able to bring more clothing and goods than those coming 
from prisons and Târgu Jiu. Among the deportees from prisons, with proven communist 
sympathies, were also many cases of tuberculosis, due to the terrible conditions they had been 
subjected to. The groups from prisons and Târgu Jiu were in worse health and had less 
access to goods and clothing, a fact that was to have an unfortunate importance later on.

Vapniarka was made up of three former Soviet barracks and two smaller buildings with 
a courtyard in the middle, all surrounded by a triple-barbed wire fence and seven guard 
towers. When the group arrived, the buildings had no roofs, windows, doors, or sleeping 
facilities. There was no running water or functional kitchen, and winter was approaching. 
Despite warm early fall weather during the day, the prisoners were already very cold at 
night. Food was initially composed of 200 grams of bread made out of barley, ground straw 
and ground pea fodders, and about 400 grams of pea fodders, which proved to be the quantity 
necessary to set off the paralysis called lathyrus. Due to the lack of water, eating this minimal 
food was extremely difficult as the pea fodders could hardly be cooked. Many of the prisoners 
became hopeless after only a few days of these conditions. To counter the quickly growing 
apathy and despondency, a small group of former political Târgu Jiu prisoners, with a 
solidarity-based habitus, specifically practices of organizing and mobilizing the prisoner 
population of that camp learned from their affiliation with an ideology promoting solidarity 
and self-sacrifice, approached the command. They asked that the prisoner body be allowed 
to undertake repairs to make Vapniarka habitable, as well as manage sanitary conditions 
that would also protect the military staff from epidemics such as typhus2. The typhus 
epidemic had ravaged hundreds of thousands of deportees in 1941 and 1942, and risked 
infecting the guards too. Although the camp commander had initially assigned his own 
Jewish Committee to take charge of the prisoner body, he saw the value in allowing the 
group to organize itself if it yielded the promised results. This self-selected group became 
the official Jewish committee, recognized by almost the entire prisoner body and the camp 
command, and was comprised of about ten individuals representing the entire political 
spectrum (socialists, social democrats, Zionists, the small group of communists, anarchists) 
and religious Jews, but also the majority who had no political affiliation.

The first main undertaking of the Jewish Committee, starting in the first week of 
internment in Vapniarka, was to mobilize the prisoner population in repair works around 
the camp. Work teams were formed to forage for wood for roofs and beds, improvise 
windows, create a makeshift hospital, and fix the water pipes to finally allow the prisoners 
to cook. The repair initiative had a dual function: to make the environment more liveable, 
but also to raise the morale of the prisoners giving them a goal and diminishing their despair, 
increasing their hope and will to live. With almost no materials available, the little that was 
found was used to create a minimum level of shelter in the pavilions (as the barracks were 
called). The authority of the Jewish Committee grew in the eyes of the prisoners, seeing 
the positive effects of their activities. But in addition to this official group, there was the 

1.	 This number grew by February due to additional deportees being brought from other ghettos and 
prisons (Ştefan, 2024). As mentioned above, an official document from sometime at the end of 
1942 shows that there were 1179 Jewish prisoners in Vapniarka; 25021 rola 98 ds 1053 fila 295.

2.	 A document from June 1942 shows that Major Murgescu and the entire command of Vapniarka 
were very concerned about the typhus epidemic: 25004 SRI rola 21 ds. 40011 fila 111.
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communist collective operating in the shadows, its few members coming from the prisons and 
the Târgu Jiu camp. Of these, three were also members of the Jewish Committee: Emanuil 
Weinstein Vinea, Simion Bughici and Aurel Rotenberg, later known as Ştefan Voicu. This 
cell tried to exert as much influence as possible over the Jewish Committee, sometimes leading 
to conflicts that weakened the solidarity among prisoners, sometimes leading to stronger 
bonds.  It is through this power conflict that we understand Bourdieu’s concept of field, or 
power relations within the prisoner population, to take place.

The prisoner population was distributed among the three pavilions in different groups. In 
pavilion 1 were the women and children (both Ukrainians with their kids and the 108 Jewish 
women with 5 kids), in pavilion 2 were the Jewish men that arrived with the September 16 
transport, and in pavilion 3 were the Ukrainian men arrived in early 1942, the Jewish men 
who had arrived in August, and a few remaining from the September 16 lot. Here were also 
added the later-arrived Romanian criminals from Jilava prison and the Jews deported from 
the ghettos that had been accused of petty crimes. The Jewish prisoners from the September 
16 transport split themselves up by city: Arad, Timişoara, Bucharest, Iaşi, Dorohoi, etc. The 
command accepted this form of social organization as a traditional Jewish one (Benditer, 
1995), and these city-based communities helped each other in time of need – the richer, 
especially those who had come from liberty, supporting the poorer. Within each city-based 
community, the groups were further divided into smaller groups charged with caring for the 
sick or for those who couldn´t afford any food beyond what was provided by the commander.

The camp population in the pavilions was organized in sections of 400 Jewish men on 
each of the two floors1 and the remaining people as a third section. They were further split 
into divisions of 100, and even further into groups of 10. There were section leaders – 
Dr. Burgher (later replaced by the lawyer Alfons Nachtigal) of Section1, Paul Dascalu of 
Section 2, and Tina Orenstein of Section 3. Each group of 10 was led by an orderly in 
charge of checking everyone´s cleanliness and maintaining it in the area of the group, and 
a so-called accountant in charge of distributing goods and food equally. As testified by 
numerous survivors and the memoranda sent by the camp doctors to the commander and 
Governor of Transnistria Gheorghe Alexianu, it became clear by late December 1942 that 
the pea fodder distributed as food was the source of the grave symptoms of illness and 
paralysis that struck numerous internees. By January 5, more than 150 prisoners became 
seriously ill and soon thereafter, more than 600, i.e. half the camp population, was 
experiencing debilitating symptoms. (25004 SRI rola 21 ds. 40011 fila 109, 1943)

In the first weeks of internment the commander, Murgescu, did not permit any com
munication between the prisoners and the outside world. But through enormous bribes paid 
mostly by the Jews who had come from liberty, starting in November 19422 the contact 
between some of the prisoners taken out to the Vapniarka railroad for heavy slave labor and 
local railroad workers, few letters were able to reach some family members and the Centrala 
Evreilor of Bucharest to raise the alarm about the situation. The list of those who were 
recommended for slave labor outside the camp was compiled by the communist collective 
and was made up of trustworthy younger men who had either come from prisons or Târgu 
Jiu but were still healthy3. This group with proletarian sympathies and even roots was able 

1.	 Some testimonies claim that the prisoners divided themselves into these groups, while others claim 
that in fact this was a law from the Governor of Transnistria.

2.	 Starting in November they received permission to work (Apud Benditer, 1999).
3.	 As mentioned, starting in December 1942, more and more prisoners were getting sick. The sick 

were mostly those younger ones who had come from prisons and Târgu Jiu already weakened by 
the poor conditions they had experienced there.
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to connect more directly with the Romanian railroad workers. As a former prisoner and 
railroad slave laborer, Geza Kornis, wrote in his autobiography:

The men who had been ordered to the train station to unload coal, including myself, tried 
especially to “make friends” with the guards (most of them were police reserves). We made it 
clear to them that it was not only we Jews who were suffering, but they too, because they had 
to be on duty during those cold winter nights and live separated from their families. Thus, their 
life was “almost” as hard as ours. Our approach was based on the idea of achieving solidarity 
between internees and guards, and this political work really bore fruit later on. (Kornis, 2004)

Kornis explains that through this connection, letters were sent home and “the silence 
was broken”. For a fee, the railroad workers would bring the prisoners packages from home 
with much needed money or even goods that they could then smuggle into the camp. 
Additionally, those who were sent to work outside the camp also managed to get bits of 
extra food from the locals, which was essential to their ability to work and survive. Therefore, 
being considered by the communist collective as trustworthy enough for labor outside the 
camp was also an advantage others didn’t have. As the number of paralytics quickly grew, 
the medical corps of the camp ramped up its memoranda writing campaign to the commander 
and the Governor of Transnistria, Gheorghe Alexianu, as well as the letter campaign sent 
to the capital. Another survivor, Ihiel Benditer, recounts that on January 4, 1943, Governor 
Alexianu visited Vapniarka and there met with several lawyers with whom he had been 
colleagues, including Alfons Nachtigal, a leader on the Jewish Committee. Nachtigal 
leveraged his social capital with Alexianu and tried to convince him to allow packages and 
medicine for the sick, which seemed to have made an effect on the Governor. However, 
Murgescu used this change in policy as an opportunity to profit personally from the misery 
he had created in the camp by charging the prisoners exorbitant fees of 15-20% for money 
or packages sent by their relatives, many of which he simply appropriated for himself 
without ever giving the prisoners anything1. But through the organization of the camp and 
its strategies of mutual aid, the little that did enter was centrally received by the collective 
and then redistributed among the neediest, leaving the recipient a small part called the 
“chalak” (to share in Hebrew).

The food was handed over to the organization and distributed among all the members several 
times per week as additional nutrition. These portions were called “Chalak”, a term that 
originated from Doftana jail. Nobody was excluded from this economic community. Nonmembers 
of the collective could also participate, as long as they agreed to the conditions. Anyone who 
gave something to the collective was allowed to keep a portion separate from the “Chalak” as 
a bonus. This also strengthened solidarity. (Kornis, 2004)

During the first half of January, the commander denied every request for a change in 
diet made by the medical corps and the Jewish Committee of the camp. Seeing that the 
number of sick continued to mount and the only expected outcome was the Jews’ extermination, 
it was the medical corps who convinced the communist collective to take action. As a result, 
the Jewish Committee and the communist collective educated the entire camp population 
through a massive campaign. They even convinced the members of the bourgeois class 
whose habitus was not generally programmed to sacrifice for the collective good but rather 

1.	 At his trial, several survivors testify that the packages that were intended for them were never given 
to them despite the enormous bribes paid by their family to Murgescu.
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to act in one’s self interest, to refuse any fodder and go on a hunger strike This hunger 
strike, which lasted three weeks, is the only such event during the Holocaust known to 
historians, and what’s more, it was successful (Weindling, 2014). Pressured by the prisoners’ 
strike and by rumors that a search commission was being organized in Bucharest, the 
commander finally relented and on January 23, 1943 (Benditer, 1995) offered the prisoners 
dried fruits and putrid potatoes, decreasing the prisoners’ exclusive dependence on the toxic 
pea fodder. In addition, on the background of the Romanian and German forces’ loss at 
Stalingrad1, Rado Alexander, the leader of the Jewish Committee, convinced Murgescu to 
hand over to the prisoners the returning soldiers’ sick and dying horses for slaughter as 
some extra food. Additionally, in February, the commission that Murgescu had heard about, 
headed by Dr. Tataranu, did reach Vapniarka. Dr Moses Landau, one of the doctors in the 
camp, had been Dr. Tataranu’s student in Romania, and again by leveraging his social capital 
with Tataranu, he managed to convince the doctor of the gravity of the situation, persuading 
him to allow medicines in the camp (Tataranu Testimony 25004 SRI ds. 40011 19 fila 43b, 
1945). All these factors together resulted in an easing of the lathyrus symptoms that had 
struck the prisoners, with many of the sick getting slightly better.

Another action implemented by the camp organization was the campaign against typhus. 
This started immediately upon entering the camp in parallel to all the other undertakings, 
as soon as it was discovered that the previous lot of Jews had died of this epidemic and other 
diseases. Some historians have argued that the typhus epidemic was already winding down 
in Transnistria by the time the September 16 lot entered the camp, but it started again in 
October 1942 (Friling, Ioanid, Ionescu, 2004). About the typhus campaign, Kornis wrote:

Every morning before getting up, the internees’ shirts and undergarments were checked for lice, 
as they spread the disease […]. In the beginning, the lice had to be squashed between the 
fingernails. Later, when we had managed to convince the camp commanders that even their 
staff, their guards, etc. would not be spared the disease, they installed a heat-dryer where the 
lice could be destroyed at high temperatures. Every item of clothing was taken to this parasite-
extermination chamber as soon as one single louse was discovered. […] Our illegal leadership 
placed a lot of importance on hygiene. Even if someone had only one spare shirt, it had to be 
clean at all times. This measure also forced us to preserve our self-respect, not to neglect 
ourselves and not to resign ourselves to our fate […]. (Kornis, 2004)

Thanks to the discipline imposed by the Jewish Committee and collective, it has been 
testified by numerous survivors that no one died of typhus.

Through these actions, the prisoner body led by the Jewish Committee and collective 
resisted the attempts of the Romanian command and authorities to exterminate them. 
Murgescu left the post of commander of the camp in early February 1943, but remained 
commander of Regiunea II Internare, of which Vapniarka was part. In his stead came an 
even more sadistic commander, Sever Burada (Ştefan, 2021). Benditer writes that “Murgescu 
and his officers understood that this success was the result of the well-organized actions in 
the camp. They decided to find the organizers and in this way destroy the resistance of the 
prisoners.” Through numerous strategies of sabotage and despite Antonescu’s changing 
policies toward Jews starting in February 1943, Burada did manage to deport to Ribnita, a 
prison in Ukraine, the detainees coming from Romanian prisons. There, 54 of these prisoners 

1.	 It was clear to the Axis that they were losing in late 1942, but the battle of Stalingrad was officially 
lost on February 3, 1943.
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who had survived the horrors of Vapniarka were massacred by retreating Nazis with the 
support of the Romanian authorities on March 17, 19441.

Cultural events

Besides the organized resistance for everyday survival, the political prisoners were also 
versed in educating the prisoner population politically, and entertaining through cultural 
events to distract from constant suffering. Another essential aspect of the cultural events 
was to reclaim the humanity that the fascist authorities intended to destroy. Drawing from 
their past experience, the political prisoners in Vapniarka organized like they had in political 
camps and prisons in order to ensure collective survival. Holding educational seminars and 
performative events for religious holidays or mise-en-scène of famous plays became political 
actions that were considered antifascist resistance for the collective good through another 
form of organizing.

One testimony relates the conferences or seminars that were programmed by the cultural 
committee after the pavilions were closed for the night. The seminars were held on all sorts 
of subjects, some including communist education, and ended with lively and passionate 
debates and discussions. There were also musical and poetry events organized by divisions 
and rooms. Additionally, the cultural commission organized performances for the entire 
camp every 2-3 weeks.

The first performance of this type was the dance recital by the renowned dancer Esty Maghiar. 
It was a show of a very high artistic quality, which created a strong impression. Through the 
“war dance”, Esty outdid herself. The tumultuous parts, combativeness of war at the start of 
the fighting, then the fatigue until her total exhaustion drew from the audience a loud round of 
applause. (Unknown)

The same testimony speaks of the mise-en-scène of “The Divorce”, a play by Caragiale, 
and of a festival on January 24, the day of Union of the Principalities of Romania, where 
a hora of all the peoples’ neighbouring Romania was held symbolically as a rejection of 
hatred and division, much like Esty’s dance performance was a denunciation of war. The 
festival ended with a symphonic music concert performed by a prisoner named Szekely 
who played Chopin, Wagner, Schubert, and many other composers. The testimony concludes 
that the prisoners had become “so healthy in their souls that, in requesting more and more, 
they had reached an intellectual unsaturation”.

On Purim, the camp was transformed into a Carnival, and young men and women 
performed Purim spiel “bringing happiness and joy to the prisoners who had been sentenced 
to death.” This was nothing less than an “affirmation of the will to survive and triumph”. 
For Passover, the talented Stolper directed a play about the Exodus from Egypt with costumes 
made from rags and sheets from the camp. “In this way, the Jews of Vapniarka celebrated 
their religious and national holidays, under the sign of emancipation from the barbarity of 
fascism, alongside the peoples of the world.” (Unknown)

1.	 These prisoners were transferred from Vapniarka to Ribnita in the first days of October 1943 during 
the command of Sabin Motora, under whose administration the former Târgu Jiu inmates were 
saved from deportation to the Nazi Germans (over the Bug River). Unfortunately, Motora was 
powerless to overwrite the decision regarding the Ribnita inmates that had been already made by 
the Romanian Ministry of Internal Affairs during Burada’s time (Benditer, 1995).
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Matei Gall also recounts the performances in the camp, including skits for Hanukkah 
about the Jews’ armed resistance, and their effect on the prisoner body:

The leadership of the community, which began to organize cultural activity in the camp, thought 
to use the traditional Jewish holidays to tighten unity and boost the morale of the internees. 
They prepared funny skits from camp life, which were performed by a group of young people 
who spoke about the heroism of the Maccabees and the armed resistance against the Roman 
conquest, according to biblical sources. In the large hall of the women’s pavilion there was an 
artistic event, carefully hidden from the eyes of the guards, where Vajda lon played the violin, 
performing Ciprian Porumbescu’s Ballade and Schuman’s Serenade, and Esther Magyar (after 
liberation she was the director of the ballet schools in Cluj and then Bucharest) performed 
Romanian dances to music by Bela Bartok. (Gall, 1997)

Nathan Simon, the third Jewish man of the September 16 transport to get symptoms of 
paralysis, wrote of these cultural events in his autobiography:

We all gathered in the second pavilion […] and everyone that had any talent could produce: 
tales, songs, etc. In this way, many contributed to making the atmosphere more welcoming and 
we forgot our situation [my italics], that we didn’t have water, that labor was so hard, that food 
was sparse, that we missed home. (Simon, 1994)

In her 1982 unpublished testimony for a remembrance event in Bucharest, Asia Moraru 
recounted her contribution in the camp workshops and to the puppet theater that both 
educated and entertained the prisoners, helping them to fight against demoralization and 
resignation:

The puppeteers went from salon to salon to present short skits of 10-15 min, or max. 30 min 
in length. The texts didn’t have the goal to only ridicule certain habits or morals, but rather, at 
the same time, to encourage the deportees. In this way, to raise the morale of those imprisoned, 
their power to resist the destructive regime to which we were subjected [my italics]). (Arhiva 
Federaţiei Comunităţilor Evreilor România, Fond III Ds 371 Amintiri din Transnistria.Vapniarka.
pdf)

Esther (Esty) Gonda Maghiar, mentioned above by several survivors, organized ballet 
programs and described the cultural events in her own 1982 testimony:

Because I had studied choreography and ballet before the war, I organized several ballet numbers 
with the deportees during the artistic programs that we offered in the camp. …For Purim 1943, 
Ofelia Manole told the story of Meghila, and Asia Moraru played Esther. I created tableaux 
vivants with Hacker and Asia. Poetry readings were organized, as well as symbolic dances (the 
wandering Jew, the war, etc.). For New Year’s Eve we organized, along with the cultural 
collective, a program that lasted until morning: songs, poetry readings, spoken chorus, etc. 
(Arhiva Federaţiei Comunităţilor Evreilor România, Fond III Ds 371 Amintiri din Transnistria. 
Vapniarka.pdf)

Benditer also wrote about performance in the ghetto of Grosulovo, where he was deported 
along with the rest of the more than 400 prisoners from Târgu Jiu in October 1943. There 
the camp commander was Sabin Motora, a General who saved the group from certain death 
and brought them safely back into the country.
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For A Lost Letter, by Caragiale, a larger team formed in December 1943 in Grosulovo. The 
theme of the play satirizing political corruption referred to the administration of Transnsitria. 
Motora approved the play because he was honest. The cast: Stefan Tipatescu – Puiu Alterescu, 
Zaharia Trahanache – Romadur Rabinovici, Ahamita Dandanache – Marcel Roman, Nae 
Catavencu – Ihiel Benditer, Caoana Zoitica – Janeta Orenstein Benditer, Ghita Pistranda – Sulica 
Braunstein Bratescu, the tormented citizen – Lulu Edelstein, electoral agent – Avram Vainstein, 
directed by Asia Derevici. Motora brought the entire corps, which encouraged the actors. They 
brought chairs from headquarters for the officers. The internees, officers and command watched 
the show. The show was a great success in improving the relations between the internees and 
the officers of the command and the unit guarding the camp. (Benditer, 1995)

Conclusion

Through these organized performative cultural activities that educated, entertained, raised 
morale, restored dignity, and affirmed the prisoners’ Jewish identity and humanity when 
they were slated for extermination, the sick and otherwise hopeless detainees were encouraged 
to fight against adversity in order to survive as a group, not only individually. These 
performative cultural activities were just one component of the social organization developed 
to secure the prisoners’ collective survival, which resulted in a very low death rate in 
comparison with other camps and ghettos in Transnistria. By using strategies of mutual 
aid, such as equal distribution of food and goods among the neediest, and solidarity among 
prisoners, but also between prisoners and railroad workers and guards, mobilizing social 
capital as in the cases of Nachtigal and Dr. Landau to mention only a few, and trying to 
shape habitus, like changing the behavior through education and persuasion of the more 
bourgeois prisoners who needed to act in favor of the collective not only for themselves, 
the field, or Vapniarka’s power relations, despite internal conflicts and competition, became 
“the most important school of humanity, solidarity and human dignity.” (Bughici, 1999)

Rezumat. Această lucrare abordează modul în care organizarea socială, inclusiv spectacole precum 
teatrul, poezia şi dansul, în Transnistria, mai întâi în lagărul de concentrare Vapniarka, iar apoi într-un 
ghetou numit Grosulovo, au fost percepute de prizonierii evrei ca rezistenţă antifascistă. Folosind 
conceptele de câmp, habitus şi capital social ale lui Pierre Bourdieu, analizez modul în care organizarea 
socială a fost gestionată în lagăr şi modul în care stabilirea acestei reţele a dus la o rată ridicată de 
supravieţuire. Aceasta este prima lucrare care se concentrează temeinic pe producţia teatrală şi 
performativă ca forme de organizare socială în Vapniarka, numit de deţinuţi „lagărul morţii”.

Keywords: Vapniarka, Transnistria, organizare socială, Holocaust, România, lagăr de concentrare, 
persecutie anti-evreiască, teatru

Résumé. Cet article traite de la manière dont l’organisation sociale, y compris les représentations 
telles que le théâtre, la poésie et la danse, en Transnistrie, d’abord dans le camp de concentration 
de Vapniarka, puis dans un ghetto appelé Grosulovo, a été perçue par les prisonniers juifs comme 
une résistance antifasciste. En utilisant les concepts de champ, d’habitus et de capital social de 
Pierre Bourdieu, j’analyse comment l’organisation sociale a été gérée dans le camp et comment 
l’établissement de ce réseau a permis un taux de survie élevé. Il s’agit du premier article à 
s’intéresser de près à la production théâtrale et performative en tant que formes d’organisation 
sociale à Vapniarka, appelé par les détenus le «camp de la mort».

Keywords: Vapniarka, Transnistrie, organisation sociale, Shoah, Roumanie, camp de concentration, 
persecution anti-juive, théâtre
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