
Rescued from oblivion: the chamber music of Hans Neumeyer  

My maternal grandfather was a Jewish German composer, but tragically nearly all of his 
music went up in smoke during the war. All we have left of his output are two chamber 
pieces: a duo for violin and viola, and a string trio, plus two tiny recorder duets and a 
Christmas song.  

I grew up knowing only two of my grandparents – those on my father’s side. My mother’s 
parents, Hans and Vera Neumeyer, perished in the Holocaust: while Hans was Jewish, Vera 
was a Lutheran but half-Jewish by Nazi law because of her Jewish paternal grandparents. 
My mother Ruth and her brother Raymond – themselves deemed Jewish by Nazi law – 

survived thanks to kindly people in 
England who offered them a home: 
the two siblings came over from their 
native Germany on a Kindertransport 
and never saw their parents again. 

Her father Hans Neumeyer was totally 
blind by the age of 14, but he had 
already developed a gift for music. 
Three years later, in 1904, he was 
accepted into the Academy of Music 
in Munich. After graduating became a 
teacher of music theory and 
composition, and co-wrote a textbook 
on harmony. Despite his blindness, he 
was by all accounts a formidable 
pianist.  

 

He met my grandmother Vera around 1914 at the Festspielhaus Hellerau, near Dresden, 
where she was a student of eurythmics, the music and movement discipline pioneered by 
Émile Jaques-Dalcroze, under whom Hans had studied – Hans was by then a teacher of 
acoustics and improvisation.  Hans subsequently set up his own Jaques-Dalcroze school in 
Munich.  

 

 

Hans and Vera married in 1920 and bought a 
large house in the artists’ community in Dachau. 
That home became full of music. Hans hosted 
orchestral rehearsals for his pupils. Vera herself 
sang and played the piano, taught eurythmics to 
children and organised wonderfully costumed 
musical plays for Ruth, Raymond and local 
children to perform in the house in front of an 
audience of friends and neighbours.  

The opening bars of Hans Neumeyer’s string trio. 
(1939–40) 

 

Hans Neumeyer at 
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The musical world had a profound and lifetime effect on 
Ruth and Raymond. Music was their refuge, never more 
important than in those bleak times that started when 
Hitler came to power in 1933, and Hans was forbidden as 
a Jew from taking up a post at the Academy of Music: 
Ruth was then nine, Raymond eight.  

Life became hard for the Neumeyers under Nazi law, 
although Vera brought up the children as Lutherans and 
Hans wasn’t a practising Jew. They ran short of money, 
although friends helped them out. The children 
underwent a Third Reich education: when Raymond’s 
class had to draw a picture of a green snake with the 
caption ‘Jews feed on lies and are consumed by the truth’ 
Vera decided to take the children out of school and teach 
them at home instead. 

By 1938 the Neumeyers realised danger was now very real.  That summer Hans had been 
away in Berlin with his secretary Dela Blakmar, who was a professional violinist and violist. 
His blindness meant he needed a companion to write out music and work with him: Dela 
appears to have been his intellectual equal, and there was certainly a closeness between 
them, though I do not know if it was more than platonic. I’ve recently discovered a 
reference online to a letter he wrote in summer 1938 in which he plans (in vain) to emigrate 
to New York with Dela. 

Then on 8 November 1938 – the night before the 
‘Kristallnacht’ anti-Jewish pogroms in cities across 
Germany – the mayor of Dachau evicted the 
Neumeyers from their house: ‘leave before dawn or 
else go to prison’. Hans was still away with Dela in 
Berlin but joined the family a few days later: now 
effectively homeless, they were sheltering in the 
attic of one of Vera’s pupils in Munich, and in the 
coming weeks were forced to move from one 
temporary accommodation to another. 

By now Hans and Vera realised the extreme urgency 
of getting the family out of Germany. The British 
government had since Kristallnacht started allowing 
unaccompanied Jewish German, Austrian and Czech 
children under 17 to come to the UK. Vera wrote to 
an English contact, Beatrice Paish, whom she and 
Hans had met as a student at Hellerau 25 years 
before, and asked if the children could stay with the 

Paishes’ extended family in England. Beatrice and her 
husband agreed, to the Neumeyer parents’ huge relief. 
The children departed at midnight on 9 May 1939: 
their parents came to see them off from Munich’s main 

The Neumeyers, around 1928. 

 

The Neumeyer house in 
Dachau in 1927, with 
Vera and four-year-old 
Ruth on the steps. 

 



railway station, promising they would follow in a few 
weeks, but they failed to get out. 

‘Mother gardens, father composes’ wrote Vera to Ruth and Raymond in one of the wartime 
Red Cross messages, which were limited to 25 words and read by censors. Indeed Vera was 
doing forced labour in a market garden. Hans was indeed still attending to his music. In 
Easter 1940, Ruth had written to her parents explaining that she and her friend Jane were 
enjoying playing recorders together, playing in a hammock between two almond trees in a 
Cambridge garden. Hans then composed two recorder duets for the girls; Vera drew the 
illustration on the cover, evoking the two girls’ seemingly bucolic world. Hans sent the music 
via a friend in neutral Switzerland: it was the last present he would give his daughter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The year 1942 brought catastrophe: both parents were deported. In July Vera sent one last 
telegram ‘going on journey, but cheerful and happy’. I don’t think she was at all happy: that 
train was bound for Nazi-occupied Poland – all we know is that it was either Auschwitz or 
the Warsaw Ghetto; if the latter, then she was probably taken within a few days to 
Majdanek or Treblinka. On the train she wrote one last letter, which miraculously found its 
way to the family.  It ends: ‘Farewell, I am in good spirits, and well prepared for whatever 
happens next’. Wherever she ended up, it was a death camp, and on arrival immediate 
consignment to the gas chamber. 

A month earlier, Hans was deported to Theresienstadt, a huge ghetto north of Prague. 
Within a fortified 18th-century town, it was effectively a holding camp as many Jews were 
brought here for a while before being sent to their deaths at Auschwitz or Treblinka. 
However cultural life within the ghetto was permitted by the Nazis, and concerts were 
regular events. Hans was one among a number of incarcerated composers, who included 

The cover of the recorder duets, written in 1940 for my mother Ruth and her 
friend Jane, and sent to England. It is now on display in the Imperial War 
Museum: the head of research there told me that the illustration is one of her 
favourite artefacts in the entire museum. 
 



Hans Krása, Victor Ullmann, Gideon Klein and Pavel Haas. One day he heard someone 
whistling a Bach fugue, and drew him into conversation. This was 17-year-old Hans Ries, 
taking food to those unable to fetch it themselves. His 16-year-old-friend Thomas Mandl 
and Ries started taking music theory lessons from Hans Neumeyer; soon an entourage of 
appreciative Czech music students were visiting Hans regularly and looking after him. They 
called him ‘The Professor’. Mandl survived the war, moved to America and had a career as a 
concert violinist. In old age he recalled Hans Neumeyer’s teaching was very methodical and 
well targeted, always with an aim in mind. The music lessons covered basic four-part and 
eight-part harmony exercises, eight-beat physical exercises, ‘intonation’ and rhythmic 
exercises. Unusually for the time, he taught harmony and counterpoint together, in parallel 
rather than as separate disciplines with harmony coming first. They were soon working in 
different keys, and going onto modulations and contrapuntal exercises. 

Also in Theresienstadt was Hans’ elder sister Irma Kuhn, who had also become blind. Very 
recently I have unearthed a lengthy poem she wrote for him in the ghetto a few months 
before her death there in 1943, with a fellow prisoner writing it out for her. The poem, ‘Star 
among the stars’, is rich in Jewish allusions and dedicated to Hans. I wonder if he set it to 
music. 

Hans suffered lung disease and died in Theresienstadt on 18 May 1944, aged 56. At the time 
of his death many other ill prisoners were being deported to their deaths at Auschwitz, in 
preparation for the visit to Theresienstadt of the Red Cross, who were duped into believing 
that all was well in the ghetto.  

His secretary Dela, meanwhile, had made a fortuitous 
escape in 1943 or 1944, carrying with her from Berlin the 
duo and trio he had composed in 1939-40. I don’t know if 
she was Jewish or was in danger because of her associating 
with Jews and decadent artists and musicians. She fled 
with others in a boat towards Sweden, but the engine cut 
out. Just in time – before a pursuing Nazi boat could catch 
them – a favourable wind blew them into Swedish 
territorial waters. Dela spent the rest of her life in Sweden: 
in the 1960s she sent this surviving music to my mother 
and told her the bad news that all the other music 
composed by Hans was destroyed in fire in Berlin, 
presumably through Allied bombing. 

My mother Ruth died in 2012: my two brothers and I cleared the house in Sydenham,  
southeast London, and found she’d kept a huge stash of items relating to her prewar life in 
Germany.  The Imperial War Museum in London is taking the entire collection into its 
archive; some will be on display in the new Holocaust Gallery, which opens later this year. 

So from the Neumeyer household we have books, printed sheet music, photos, letters, 
eurythmic notebooks, school exercise books, diaries, documents… even her teddy bear 
which came with her on the Kindertransport. But not Hans Neumeyer’s compositions. Could 
any of them have survived in an archive somewhere? There’s a tantalising reference online 

Dela and Hans, 1930. 

 



to three compositions Hans wrote for harp to accompany psalms and were intended for 
some eurythmic performance … I’ll keep on searching. 

I have been writing up the story of the Neumeyers, seen through the artefacts that have 
survived, in a blog: https://ephraimneumeyer.wordpress.com There is a recording of the 
duo on YouTube, but although the trio has recently been performed in various concert halls 
in Europe no one has yet made a public recording. I’m very happy to share the music scores 
with anyone who would like to try them out. 

Tim Locke timothy.locke@talktalk.net 

 

 

The cover of the ‘D-B-S-G duo’ for violin 
and viola, with the opening of the slow 
movement: DBSG are the notes of the 
opening of the first movement, in German 
notation – D, B (=  B flat), S (= E flat), G, 
and refer to the musicians to whom it was 
dedicated. DB denotes Dela Blakmar, SG an 
unknown person, quite possibly a violist. 
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