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Handicraft as Resistance. Beautiful Items made in Concentration Camps 

Engraved spoons, tinkered jewelry and puppets or carved animal figurines – thus far, 

little attention has been paid to research in three-dimensional art works like these, 

secretly made in nazi concentration camps – although there is a wide field of academic 

literature dealing with arts and artists in the camps. In contrast to drawings or literature 

by prisoners, handcrafted objects do not tell us about the history of the camps at first 

sight. One rather needs to observe their shape and materiality and back trace their genesis 

to get information about the daily life in the camps and possibilities of resistance. Reports 

of former concentration camp inmates and current research literature on cultural 

resistance and survival strategies in the camps, for example works by C. Daxelmüller, M. 

Suderland and M. Haibl, offer insights into the conditions of the origination and the 

functions of handicraft made in the Nazi concentration camps. 

Depending for example on the rank in the inmate community or the type of forced labour, 

the inmates had various options for strategic action concerning craft works. The 

imprisoned people often took materials from their workplaces to create personal items, 

but also used collected natural materials. The handcrafted works served concrete 

purposes and can be categorized by their different functions in the following way: 1) The 

objects had a helpful function and were made for special needs in the everyday life of the 

prisoner. 2) Handcrafted things served as an instrument for social interaction when they 

were given to other inmates as a present 3) but most of all of these handmade items were 

also memory objects. 

Aesthetic aspects played a great role, particularly for the manufacturing of the 

handcrafted works with a memorial function. The inmates wanted to create beautiful 

objects that were often made with common methods and with traditional motives. 

Therefore the craftwork acted as a constant from the previous life in freedom and helped 
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to constitute the inmates subjects. The independent and hidden creativity and the creation 

of beauty could have an emotionally stabilizing effect on the inmates. The act of 

manufacturing as well as the use of the produced objects enabled the inmates to avoid the 

de-individualization, at least partly. Hence, the handicraft was helpful for the inmates' 

self-assertion and contributed to the preservation of their own identity. The beauty of the 

handcrafted objects, which is quite unusual from a current point of view, was an essential 

part of this form of cultural resistance in Nazi concentration camps. 

 


