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		ZUZANA	RUZICKOVA	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Zuzana Ruzickova, Prague, October 2013. 
 
 
 

There are five main parts to this story. On the following pages you will find notes relating to 
each part that are drawn from filmed interviews1 for this movie with Zuzana Ruzickova in 

Prague in October 2013.2  
 

 
 
 
In these interviews Zuzana talks about her views on life and on evil, on her conversations 

about the world of politics and of music. She highlights the importance of Viktor Kalabis, her 
husband for more than 50 years, for her recuperation from the Nazi horrors and for her musical 
successes. The film concludes with current scenes as Zuzana listens to young musicians and 
declares: “When you fall in love with music – then you never fall out of love with music.”  

 
These pages represent edited versions of the extensive first set of interviews for this film.  
	
In 1991, Marie Winn in New York, a cousin of Zuzana, conducted audio-taped interviews 

with Zuzana where she talked about her life and experiences from her early childhood through 
the mid-1950s. The transcripts of these interviews are more detailed in some areas of Zuzana’s 
life than the material that is found in the following pages, notably with regard to her experiences 
in concentration camps and in slave labor. The transcripts are in the archive of the United States 
Holocaust Museum.  
 

 

																																																								
1	©	Getzels	Gordon	Productions	and	The	Viktor	Kalabis	and	Zuzana	Ruzickova	Foundation	–	this	transcript	is	
not	to	be	reproduced	or	distributed	without	permission.	
2	Full	biographical	information,	as	well	as	introductions	to	her	music	and	that	of	Zuzana’s	husband,	the	
composer	Viktor	Kalabis,	can	be	found	at	www.kalabismusic.org					
Information	on	the	film	at	www.zuzanathemovie.com	
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make myself worthy of, of being alive.” 
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“When people ask me how I survived I always say it was a hundred miracles.”  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Zuzana was born in 1927 in Pilzen, Czechoslovakia. She was the only 
child of refined, middle class, cosmopolitan parents. Their home was full of 
music, love, languages, and culture. They were quite assimilated, non-orthodox 
Jews. Her father who had worked in America and had business ties there saw 
himself as a Czech patriot. He was proud of his country, which gained its 
independence from the former Austro-Hungarian Empire in 1918 and was 
building a vibrant democracy.  
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Zuzana Ruzickova 

Zuzana Ruzickova is one of the world’s leading harpsichordists. Her more than 65 
recorded albums and thousands of public performances from the early 1950s to 2004 have won 
her legions of fans and thrilled audiences across the world. She was born in Pilzen, 
Czechoslovakia, in 1927. She survived Nazi concentration camps, refused to join the Czech 
Communist party and faced decades of anti-Semitism and harassment. She studies at the music 
academy in Prague where she met her husband, the composer Viktor Kalabis. They had a 
wonderful marriage that spanned more than 50 years. 

  
                        Viktor and Zuzana after a concert in 1960.	

Zuzana and Viktor were denied their full academic degrees by the Communists and 
received them only in 1990. They played leading roles in the 1990s in reviving Prague as a major 
international center of music.  

In 1956, Zuzana won the ARD International Competition in Munich that launched her 
career. One of the highpoints were her recordings in Paris in the 1960s and 1970s for Erato of the 
complete J.S. Bach keyboard works – this was remastered and released in a 20-CD set by Warner 
Music/Erato in November, 2016.  

Zuzana celebrated her 90th birthday in Prague in January 2017. She continues to have a 
full schedule of activities from competition juries, to promoting Viktor’s works, to publicly 
talking about the Holocaust. She has received many honors from the Czech Republic, from 
centers of music across the world, from music festivals and from governments. 

For more details please visit: www.kalabismusic.org 
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Part One: From childhood in Pilzen, Czechoslovakia, to the Nazis.  
	 	

 
 

Childhood, piano and then the Nazis 
Zuzana, born in 1927 in Pilsen, Czechoslovakia, loved to sing as a very young child and wanted 
to learn the piano. Her first music teacher knew she was talented and introduced her to Bach, 
who had written for the organ and the harpsichord. Being frail and often ill, Zuzana’s parents did 
not think it was a good idea for her to practice the organ in cold and dank churches, so she 
started to play the harpsichord. Impressed by her talent, Zuzana’s teacher prepared her so that 
she would be able to go to Paris and study with Wanda Landowska, then the most famous 
harpsichordist in the world. She never got to Paris, rather the Nazis sent her and her parents to 
Terezin concentration camp.  Development as a musician when a teenager is crucial, but those 
were the years when the Nazi controlled her life. 
 
“We could have gone to America.” 
Zuzana’s parents were Jewish, highly assimilated and patriotic 
Czechs. While they had a chance to emigrate to the United 
States, her father believed that if his country was in trouble then 
he had a duty to stay.  And so, after Chamberlain’s 1938 pact 
with Hitler, 12-year-old Zuzana was to note, “Well of course we 
couldn't go to school. We couldn't go to cinema, to theater. We 
were not allowed to use public transport. We were not allowed to 
leave Pilsen. We were not allowed to go for instance swimming 
with Aryan children. We had a special lake for the Jews. And we 
had to move from our flat to share a flat with another Jewish 
family. The boys, and then my father of course, had to go to 
work in factories. A German shopkeeper took our shop from us. 
We were always hoping this couldn’t go on for long. And 
especially when the war started. We were hoping that Hitler 
would never win the war. That the war won't last too long.” 
 

“My father died in Terezin in May, 1943. I think my father suffered very much in Terezin 
through a feeling of guilt, that he had refused to emigrate.  
 

     Zuzana’s father 
died in Terezin 
concentration camp in 
1943. Her mother 
survived with her 
through Terezin, 
Auschwitz, slave labor 
in Hamburg and 
Bergen-Belsen and 
returned with her to 
Czechoslovakia. She 
died in Prague in 
1983. 
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“When my father was dying, my mother said to him, I hate all the Germans and I will get 
revenge for your life. My father said don’t hate. Hate is something that poisons your soul. Leave 
the revenge to God.” 

 
 “I still feel that hating somebody is really poisoning yourself.  
  Hate is a negative thing.  You ought to avoid hate.  
  Sometimes I really felt a little bit characterless for not hating the Germans as much as I 

maybe should. But hating is a very negative emotion. I was very often asked whether I could 
forgive a German, and I said first of all he would have to ask forgiveness.  And then I would 
consider whether I had the strength to forgive.  But maybe I could forgive sometimes.  But not 
forget, never forget.” 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                  Zuzana and her parents.  
 
 
Zuzana says that her parents were very much in love and that 

they provided her with an idyllic home.  
 
Her cousin Dagmar lived across the street and the two of them 

went everywhere together, dressed alike and were known as the 
“Ruzicka twins.”   

 
A few days after the British liberation of Bergen-Belsen death 

camp in 1945, Zuzana learned that Dagmar was critically ill in a 
hospital ward. Zuzana spent the next three days at Dagmar’s bedside 
seeing her closest friend pass. 
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“Invitations” to Terezin concentration camp. 
“The SS made Jewish children like me take invitations to 
Jewish families that told them that they had to pack just 50 
pounds – no money, no jewelry – and be transported to 
Terezin. People were given the invitations and they would 
become hysterical and some would commit suicide. We were 
absolutely stunned by what we had to do. You saw life in its 
most cruel and most terrible way. The most terrible picture you 
could make of life. When you were, when you were 14, nearly 
15, and raised in an idyllic home. You had no idea what life 
was like.”  
 
 
Dvořák's Serenade. 
“Somehow my parents found a way (after Nazi occupation) for 
me to continue with piano lessons.  I remember we also always 
used to play four hands and the last thing we played was 
Dvořák's Serenade in E Major and it was always going around 
my head when we went to Terezin - I was always singing this 
serenade to myself.”  
 
 
 
Meeting Fredy Hirsch in Terezin. 

“And then, then we got the invitations ourselves. We 
packed and one morning we went to the railway station. It 
was January 1942 and I would eventually leave in 
December ’43. We were packed into wagons, cattle 
wagons, and we were transported to a town near Terezin. 
And from there we had to go on foot with 50 pounds of 
luggage, everyone, and it was I think three kilometers from 
Terezin.  
 
And I was, I was ill and I was very tired and I fainted. And 
when I came to, I saw a very kind face looking at me with 
very kind eyes and this was the first time I met Fredy 
Hirsch, who was a German Jew who had moved to Prague 
where he was a gymnast, an athlete. His whole life was 
devoted to helping children and old people. And he went to 
every transport looking whether there was a child without 
parents. Whether there was an ill child.”  

 
 
 
 
 

There was a lot of 
suffering in Terezin. 
First of all hunger. 
Then physical 
exhaustion through the 
work. Then illness and 
epidemics. There was 
no proper medical 
care and that is why 
my father died. 
 
 For a long time we 
did not know about 
Auschwitz, but we 
knew that something 
terrible was going to 
happen.    
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Learning Latin and Hebrew in Terezin. 
“The children were separated from their parents in Terezin and we had to work. I fell ill and so I 
was made to work in an office, rather than on the farm. Then I was made to work in the 
vegetable gardens. It was very hard work for everyone. I met a boy in Terezin who came from 
Brno and of course it was very innocent. We both wanted to study Latin and we wanted to study 
Hebrew. So we went to a very famous professor from Vienna, who taught the ancient languages 
at the academy in Vienna. And we asked him if we could have lessons with him?  
 

So we had lessons in Latin and Hebrew, and we paid him each half our ration of bread. 
This was quite difficult, but we were so eager to learn. And as a matter of fact we learned quite a 
lot. We were able even to read one chapter of the Bible, the book of Samuel, and we were just 
starting on Caesar in Gaul. I also sang in a choir. Actually the cultural life in Terezin was 
amazing. And the Germans didn't protest because we were anyway doomed. As a matter of fact 
they were rather glad it was keeping us quiet.”  
 

 
The names of those who perished in the Holocaust. 
Jewish Museum, Prague. 
 
“Invitation” to Auschwitz. 
“And then, you know, there were again invitations for 
transports to what they would call the eastern camps. 
Nobody knew, or was supposed to know, about 
Auschwitz. We were just told they are going to work to 
the east of Europe. It was the cruelest thing that there 
was a Jewish committee of Elders that had to choose 
the people who went into the transport. They tried to 
keep families together and if a member of the family 
had died, then they would be preferred – incomplete 
families were the first selected for the transports. Our 
turn came in December 1943. 

Having a nation as 
cultured as the Germans one is 
hopeful that there is faith that 
mankind can improve, and go 
on improving, with arts and 
with sciences. And suddenly, 
people regress to really a 
barbarian level, and still do it in 
such an efficient way. That is 
something that I think robbed 
all of European culture of real 
faith in humankind. So this is 
something that I absolutely had 
to say. And when we were in 
these barracks we were stripped 
naked, we were given these 
numbers, and you had the 
feeling that you are really 
subhuman.  
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“We were put on a cattle train, 5,000 of us. We traveled 
three days, nobody was able to sit down because it was 
so crowded. We were hungry, we were thirsty. And 
then we arrived in Auschwitz, and of course the scene 
in Auschwitz, which has been described so many times 
with the SS shouting and the bright lights and we didn't 
even realize that they are parting us.  
 

“That mothers with children went to the left, to be 
gassed, and the others went to the right. And from the 
railway station my mother and I went to a barracks where 
we had to strip, and we were tattooed. The numbers.  
 

“And we were issued with rags to wear. There 
were Polish women who had a big heap of old clothes 
and they just threw it to us. We had to go to an office to 
sign that we were condemned to death because of anti-
German activities. I don't think any other transport had to 
do that because the other girls who came later don't 
remember that.  

 
“I was absolutely, absolutely despairing of a 

meaning to life. Hundreds of human bodies were being 
burned. Lots of human individualities were going to the 
gas chambers. We would take a shower and we never 
knew what will come out, out of the shower. And the 
guards usually made jokes you know. They said you will 
never get out of this building alive and why do you think 
we are giving you soap. You are not going to a shower, 
you are going to gas chamber.  So we never knew really 
and being sentenced to death made you lose faith for a meaningful life and for a God who will, 
who will be just benign and beneficent (after the war) it took a long, long time to even consider 
God again.” 
 
 
Fredy Hirsch in Auschwitz. 
“And I met Fredy Hirsch again and he had organized rooms for children and he said to me that I 
was too old to be considered a child, but too young to be a teacher and so he would make sure I 
would be an assistant teacher. While we were discussing this, an SS man came into the room and 
told Fredy to count the children. And Fredy said where have you been now, robbing and 
murdering? I was just white with fear, and I thought he would pull out his pistol and shoot both 
Fredy and me.  
 

And Fredy was looking into his eyes, just like a tamer looking into the eyes of a tiger. 
And he reached to his other pocket, pulled out a cigarette case and offered a cigarette to Fredy. 

Dehumanizing European 
Culture 

      
“The Nazis were so efficient and 
everything they did – all these 
terrible cruelties - were according 
to law. You know this is one 
thing that I really want to tell in 
this film. We are all sitting here 
telling these things rather calmly.  
And there are terrible things 
going on in the world.  
 
      “If people are killing each 
other out of emotion, even very 
wrong emotions, then that is 
different to the Holocaust. This 
Genocide was thought out 
perfectly down to the last detail. 
That is something so horrible that 
none of us is really able to 
transmit this feeling and yet we 
are all haunted by it.  I think it 
changed the whole face of 
European culture.”  
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You know. It was something unbelievable. This man had such strength, even though he would be 
beaten. Of course he refused the cigarette. And then he told me to come and that I will be an 
assistant teacher in the children's block. But I didn't stay with the children in the block. I went 
back to my mother.” 
 

“And there was another story about Fredy Hirsch. Because he knew that death would 
come to everyone he warned the adults at the children's block. There was a plan for an uprising. 
Because there were Communist, mainly Communists who were in touch with the other 
Communists in the next camps. And they supplied them with arms. And saying at least we'll take 
some SS men with us when we are going to the gas chambers. But it's so difficult to explain. 
Fredy was the only man who had really the authority to organize such an uprising.  

 
“I will never forgive the older men there for giving him such a difficult position to 

decide, because they asked him to lead the uprising. But he was in two minds about it. First of all 
he was of course a very courageous man and would have liked to take some SS men with him. 
On the other side he was intelligent enough to know that if such an uprising would ever be 
successful, you could just kill a few SS men, and probably afterwards the whole camp would be 
destroyed. We would all go to the gas chambers with his children. So he asked for an hour to 
think about it. And after one hour he was found dead.”  

 
“I want to live…” 

“Immediately (on arriving in Auschwitz) 
we were told about the gas chambers. 
And I didn't believe it right way. You 
know, I was a child. And looking at 
those gas chambers and those fires and 
the terrible stench, I used to come to my 
mother and to weep and say I want to 
live. I so much want to live. I never will 
forgive myself for that, because it must 
have been so terrible for my mother. But 
I was stupid. But she kept living – living 
for me. Otherwise she didn't want to live 
after my father died.”  

 
“The Germans were efficient and decided to 

murder all of those who had come to Auschwitz on the 
Czech transport. And so on the seventh of March, 
actually on the night from the seventh to the eighth of 
March, again, very diabolical because the timing of the 
murder of the Czechs was the birthday of Tomas 
Masaryk, the father of an independent Czechoslovakia. 
I'm quite sure that is why they choose this date.  

 

In Auschwitz I always had as a 
sort of talisman in my mind a 
Bach saraband in E minor from 
the French suites and I loved this 
saraband very much.  So I wrote 
it on a piece of paper.  

 
When my mother and I were 
separated at the railway station 
and I was put on a truck and my 
mother was left behind, there 
came a gust of wind and I was 
holding this piece of paper and 
the wind took it away and my 
mother knowing what it meant 
for me started to run after it and 
the girls on the truck offered their 
hands and pulled her, pulled her 
on to this truck. I don’t’ know 
what would have happened to her 
- so in a way Bach again saved 
my life. 
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We were woken up in the middle of the night by SS shouting, and saying everybody with 
a number beginning with five should go outside and there were trucks waiting for them. I had the 
number seven but my neighbor on my bed was five and my very good friend was five. So all of 
them left and there were trucks waiting. We all already knew what would happen. Though the 
Germans of course said you are going to be transported into another camp. It was said that the 
people transported in those cars, in those trucks, were partly singing the Czech anthem, and 
partly singing the Hatikva.”  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
“Postcards” to death. 
“The Germans made those that they decided to kill write postcards that would be pre-dated, to 
tell relatives abroad that all was well. And we knew when it was our turn to be gassed when we 
had to write the cards that were given to us. I sent the postcard to my boyfriend, and I signed 
myself with the Hebrew word for death, mavet, so that he would know that I'm not alive 
anymore. So the sixth of June came - the day when we had to go.  
 

“June 6, 1944, was D-Day. Immediately there came a command - I think from Himmler - 
to get 1,000 healthy men and 1,000 healthy women sent to Germany to work. So that day, which 
was the day we knew we would be selected to die, somebody said you have to tell them what 
your profession was and maybe if you choose the right profession you will be selected for the 
work in Germany. So my mother decided that she will say that she was a glove maker, and I said 
that I will say that I am a gymnastics teacher, because I took my gymnastic lessons with Fredy.  
 

“So you must imagine this vast barracks and there was this commander of the camp who 
did the selection and he was sitting by this large chimney with flasks of alcohol all around him 
and he was absolutely drunk. We had to strip and say our name and say our date of birth and say 
our profession. And my mother at that time was already over 40. She was emaciated really. She 
went to him and said she was a glove maker. And it was either left or right as always. And he 
sent her to the left. And I came after her and said I was a gymnastics teacher.  

 
So of course he said well, do some gymnastics and I did a somersault. And he said well 

you go there. And I went to the left. And he said you are silly you are going to your death, don't 
you know that? And I said well, my father died at the camp, my mother is going to die, I don't 
want to live anymore. So he said, well, you, you old goat, go to the right with your daughter. So 
that's how my mother and I got selected for slave labor.”  

 
 

     Once the BBC interviewed me and asked me what was one of the worst 
memories I had of that time and it was when I fainted and a normal worker 
overseeing us, not an SS officer, took me into a hut and tried to revive me and 
my mother went with me. And afterwards she said that the overseer looked at 
me and said, “But she looks like a human being.” So really the propaganda 
made them believe that they are working with cattle. And I will never forget 
what the mass propaganda can do to influence the normal working man.  
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Slavery in Hamburg. 
“We went to Hamburg. We were housed in Hamburg in former silos. You know, when I went 
there last about eight years ago, I got a prize from the State of Hamburg for Arts and Sciences, 
we went back to the silos. They filmed me. And they are still there and now full of tea and 
spices.  
 

“We were in the hands of the SS again. We were issued uniforms, very thin striped 
overalls, and we had to assemble to be sent to different factories and jobs. One job was carrying 
heavy bricks and that is how I got my hands damaged very much because we had no gloves. I 
still have the name of those industries where we had to work and I am still getting a little bit of 
money for the slave labor, which we did there. We were cold, we were hungry. And then there 
was the British bombing of Hamburg.  

 
Music – escape from reality. 
“When I could I would sing opera arias to my friends and tell them about operas and the librettos 
and what happened in those operas. They told me it helped very much you know because that is 
one thing that I say always to young people; when you go now to a concert and go to a theater 
you think it's an amusement.  
 

Every poem, every opera which you could tell to the other prisoners, or act out, is a 
means of escaping the terrible reality. And when you have no experiences like that you will find 
yourself very poor. And really it happened even in the Communist prisons, that if there was 
somebody, a professor teaching say a foreign language or a philosopher, the prisoners used to 
gather around him and learn something or listen to something, to some lecture. It's really the only 
way to escape the terrible reality and it's really the only riches, which you have which nobody 
can take from you.” 

 
To Bergen-Belsen. 
“The weak and ill prisoners were not supposed to survive. But we did somehow. A hundred 
miracles. So we were in Hamburg until I think the beginning of February 1945. It was a very 
early spring and we were hopeful because we heard guns from the direction of Hanover. So there 
was a hope that the war was coming to an end. But then of course the same thing was realized by 
the Germans, who organized the so-called death marches. And we were all transported from 
Hamburg to Bergen-Belsen. And if Auschwitz was hell, Bergen-Belsen was the nether hell. 
Nobody wanted us to survive.” 
 

“We were 500 to a barrack. We couldn't even lie down. When we wanted to sleep, we 
only could sleep with one having one girl having her head between your feet, you know. And 

“I want to say something about death. People may say death is death, 
yet there was a great difference in expecting to die in an air raid with all the 
other people, compared to knowing that you will be executed. The air raids 
came during the night and we had to go down to the cellars where the water 
came up to our knees and we did not get any sleep, and it was cold and we 
never got enough food.”  
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there was nobody giving us any food or any drink. There were heaps and heaps of dead bodies. 
The Germans already probably thought that the end of the war was coming, so they made pyres 
of those dead bodies, and burned them. And if you volunteered to get the dead bodies to the 
pyres, you got a cup of soup. My mother was too weak at that time, but I volunteered and I 
sometimes got the soup for her and for myself. But then even that stopped and we were starving. 
Absolutely starving. Nothing to eat. Nothing. 

 
“And then in April the Germans suddenly 

left. We were very, very happy, until we realized 
that the Germans didn't leave any food. They had 
stopped the water.  They had handed over to some 
Hungarian soldiers, who were supposed to be 
neutral, but they were not neural. They were 
shooting blindly into the barracks. So, that’s when 
we realized that we are not liberated at all, and the 
bullets from their guns kept passing us for another 
three days.” 

 
 
 

 
 
Liberation as the British arrive. 

“It was in the evening that we heard some trucks and some tanks and the British arrived. 
Because I knew some English, I stopped a truck and said, “could you get some help for my 
mother” because the whole camp was infected with Bubonic Plague and my mother was very ill. 
I was also sick but not as badly. We were all starving and begging for food. They fed us, but for 
some people this was deadly, because they just could not digest proper food after starving for 
four years.  

 
“The British took my mother to a hospital and when the doctors realized that I spoke 

good English and good German they waited until my own fever went down and then they asked 
me to help as an interpreter. I was able to help patients communicate with the doctors as I also 
spoke Czech and I could make myself understood in Polish and in Russian. I worked in the 
hospital helping in many ways, but at the same time I looked for my mother and then I became 
very ill. The doctors saw the fever and thought it was malaria and they did not think I would 
survive. Somehow I recovered and it took me almost three weeks to find my mother.  
 

But, in one hospital ward I also found my childhood cousin Dagmar. She was in the last 
stages of tuberculosis. So I managed to spend the last three days with her. Consoling her. Saying 
that we are going back to Pilzen.” 
 
Return to Pilzen 
         “My mother was very ill and she recovered very slowly and she had to be in quarantine and 
so we could not leave until August. Even then she felt too weak to travel and she feared going 
home to find everyone we knew had been killed. But I convinced her by saying she had to go 

A sign erected by British Forces at the entrance 
to Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, 
Germany, 29 May 1945. © IWM 
(BU6955),  BY-NC-ND	
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home for my sake. The train trip took three days and my mother started to look out of the 
window.  
 

And we arrived and people who were looking for the train said, “Oh Mrs. Ruzickova, is it 
you?” You know they recognized my mother because we had had this shop and this revived my 
mother. Suddenly she saw this was a country where the people knew her and so we returned to 
Pilzen. It was a very hot summer’s day.” 
 
 
 

Part Two: Return to Czechoslovakia – A New Life (1945 to 1950) 
 

All of my life I have felt guilt for surviving. Because so many people much more worthy than 
myself perished. I still feel guilt now. And I have tried to pay my debts all my life to those who 
didn't come back, by talking, giving evidence now and working hard and trying to make myself 

worthy of being alive. 
 
“..you could study languages” 
We arrived in Pilzen and I went to the repatriation center. I registered there. We were given our 
documents and then I really couldn't resist the temptation of going to see my old professor of 
piano. I rang the bell and I was standing there, and she came to open the door, and it was, well 
you can't describe it you know. We embraced and she invited me to come in and it was a very 
joyous moment and a very sad moment, because she looked at my hands and she started to weep. 
She was a wonderful woman and immediately she said well of course there are other things than 
music. You have a wonderful mind for languages and you could go to the university and study 
languages.” 
 
So life started 
“We got our papers from the repatriation center and went to find our old house. We rang the bell 
and one of our former friends or employees came to the door, we had the feeling of being seen as 
somebody who had already been wept over, buried and who suddenly came out of the grave. 
There was horror in the faces of the people who came to open the doors to us here and 
everywhere: we can't invite you inside because we are just doing our cleaning, and there's 
somebody ill inside.  
 

“Nobody invited us into their home because apparently there were valuables of ours all 
around - and it was so terrible because we were tired and we were hungry and we were 
emaciated. And we didn't know where to go. Nobody told us come in and have some coffee or 
some food. We went into this home for the homeless and we spent the night there and then the 
next day we got a small flat from the repatriation center and some furniture and a small upright 
piano and some money that we used to buy clothes. So life started.” 
 

“We were hungry all the time and food was rationed. The clothing was even worse - I had 
just one skirt and one blouse and kept going dressed like that to school. Everybody knew about 
my situation so I was not ridiculed. Coming back was in a way very difficult. Because you know 
all the other children or teenagers had a different life. And different experiences. Trying to get 
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back into normal life was immensely difficult. First of all, I had all my memories of my family 
and of all my friends from former times and they were now all dead. I had a terrible feeling of 
depression. On the other hand, you couldn't show it because you were now a normal girl, a 
normal student, with other normal students and you had to pretend everything was okay. So we 
just met with some repatriated survivors my age who didn't find a family. So that was much 
easier than communicating with the other teenagers.”  
 
The piano. 
“My mother tried to start a shop again and I made some money translating some pieces from  the 
Czech press for the American Army center. And then I started to work and to work for hours on 
my upright piano. My old professor introduced me to the director of the music school in Pilsen. 
But of course there was a problem – I was 18 and I had not practiced for four and a half years. 
You know, I had only started piano lessons when I was 9, which was quite late. I did not have 
enough lessons and practice behind me for what people would think would be sufficient to be 
able to make a concert career. But I had actually learned a great deal and after practicing for 
three months I was allowed to take the entrance examination for music school. I started in the 
third class and the highest was the eighth grade. I was able to advance to the next grade every 
three months upgraded every three months. And by the end of 1946 I was already playing in 
concerts, with chamber music groups and even solo.”  

 
The Academy. 
“In 1946, I played in a concert at the 
school - Chopin, Variations Brillantes 
– and then I was asked whether I 
would consider going to the Academy 
of Music. This was difficult because I 
had had only five classes of lower 
school, and just half a class of 
secondary school (gymnasium), but I 
was told that everything could depend 
on whether I could get an excellent 
result in the Academy’s entrance 
examination. Competition to get into 

the Academy was large and I did not have a full repertoire and my technique was not excellent. 
But, I did very well actually in the exam and there were three professors who wanted to take me 
on, but I stayed with my original professor and so I got into the Academy.”  
 
 “I could not picture a life without music…” 
My music professor was very pessimistic about my career prospects given my age, my lack of 
training and technical difficulties. My mother went to see him and he said well look here, she is a 
pretty girl, she will marry and she will be able to play piano for her husband after dinner. Much 
later when we were already colleagues at the Academy of music and very friendly I would tease 
him. By then I was married to Viktor and I used to say Francis you know, your prophesy was 
absolutely wrong. Viktor doesn't want to listen to me after dinner playing the piano. (laughs) But 
it's a joke now. But at that time it was tragic and we had to decide whether I should continue with 
my music. My mother was absolutely wonderful. Trying to give me strength to go on because 
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she saw how important it was for me. I couldn't picture a life without music. I just couldn't you 
know, music was so important to me. It was my life. So I went on with my studies and mother 
was very encouraging.”  
 
Desperation. 
“It was 1947, my first year at the Academy, and my professor didn't want to let me perform on 
stage, because he was afraid that I would be too nervous and that my hands were not in order. 
The other students were playing the concerts. Only I didn't. And I always had a prescription for 
sleeping pills for my mother and one day I took all the sleeping pills. I tried to... to kill myself.  
 

“Luckily my mother found me in time and they pumped my stomach and I was saved. I 
then went to see a psychiatrist and I talked to him about all my problems and he said that if he 
had been in my situation he probably would have done the same. And this was the best medicine, 
you know, to find out that you were not abnormal.”  
 
First concert, first degree and Communism. 
“Eventually I did get a chance to perform and despite the misgivings of my professor it went 
very well. It was a big success. So then the attitude of my professor changed towards me. I 
played Beethoven that evening. Then, I passed my BA, and I went on to prepare for my MA. 
That was the second year of my studies. But it was 1948 and in February there was the 
Communist putsch that took over the government, President Beneš resigned, and we were 
suddenly in a Communist state. My mother, who had managed to get her shop back in Pilsen in 
1946, now had it taken away once more.”  
 
Not going to Juilliard. 
“I was so wrapped up in my music that I really didn't know and didn't care what happened in 
politics. Which was a great mistake of course. At that time I felt I was at home and I didn't want 
to go to Israel. And I was not in a state to go to the United States and take entry exams for 
Julliard. And there was another very curious thing. They sent me the Julliard application papers 
and there was a column, “race,” and I said I will never go to a country where I will be asked 
about my race. You know I didn't quite get the problems of racism in the States but I was 
revolted by being asked about my race again. And so we stayed in Czechoslovakia.” 
   

“I passed my MA in 1951 and applied for a position as a lecturer of piano at the Academy 
at the department of composition and I got it.”  
 
Meeting Viktor. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Viktor -- When you hear someone’s music you can 
read his mind and you can discover more about 
him than if you were meeting him for well hundreds 
of times. I loved Viktor’s music just as I loved him 
and it was so connected you know.  He was such a 
wonderful musician and such a wonderful human 
being and you know we were really in love.” 
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“I was supposed to be teaching composers to play piano. It was an obligatory course, but I was 
years younger than all the composers and when it came to politics they were on the wrong side. 
They wanted to listen and follow Stravinsky and be influenced by him in their own work and this 
was forbidden. They were not to produce decadent music, but compose social realistic music!  
 
          “There were four of them and the leader was a rather slender short man called Viktor 
Kalabis. Of course we knew each other. We went to the restaurant where all the students went, 
and I usually went to his table, and we had some conversations and joking. I knew he was an 
excellent composer. And I also knew he was an excellent pianist. So I told him you don't need to 
get those lessons with me. You are a better pianist than me. And you just go and study the 
curriculum for the examination, take an examination to be exempted from the duty of going to 
the lessons, but he declined. After we got married he told me it was nothing romantic. He was 
not in love with me at the time, but he just wanted to avoid studying the curriculum for the 
examination.  
 

“I remember passing the door of the room where the composition seminary was held and 
hearing some wonderful songs. And I couldn't move, and I went on listening to those songs and I 
then asked who had written them and it was Viktor. And Viktor was a year behind me and for his 
MA concert the municipal orchestra performed his cello concert with one of the very best 
internationally known cellists, Milos Sadlo. I went to this concert and I brought some flowers for 
Viktor, which he kept for years and years. You know pressed. And he came to my class and so 
we played Stravinsky and Bartok together.” 

 
 	

Part Three: Communism and Music 	
	

Zuzana	and	Viktor	faced	poverty,	they	slept	under	their	grand	piano,	they	faced	political	
pressures,	yet	their	love	made	them	hopeful	for	a	better	future	

 
The Communist Party 
Neither Viktor nor I ever joined the Communist Party. 
I was pressed to join the Communist youth movement and I was sent for schooling for two 
weeks with a group of students, not only from the music academy but from other faculties to be 
schooled in Marx Leninism and it was really something almost military. We had military 
exercises during the night and.. and went through very thorough brainwashing. I felt that we are 
again under a dictatorship. And I thought this must be a joke. This can't be true.  
 

And we got these brainwashing lessons and we used to have interviews with our 
schooling officer. And I made the mistake to talk about the literature I was reading, and I said I 
was at the time reading Freud. And of course Freud was banned. So I got a very bad... bad 
profile, political profile from that schooling. And I was called before a committee and questioned 
about my attitude to Marxism and Freudism. And I must say that the committee was rather 
lenient. I didn't get expelled from the faculty, but I got a lot of books to read on Marx Leninism 
and to take examinations, special examinations. At that time Marx Leninism was already taught 
at all the universities. And after '48 they didn't really have much literature. We had to read the 
history of the Communist Party and we had to read all the Stalin books and the books of Lenin. 
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And the examinations were very strict and quite a lot of students got expelled because they didn't 
pass the examinations.  
 
Martinu  - Traitor  

 
(Bohuslav Martinu, 1880 to 1959, one of the best known and most widely performed of 
Czech composers today, he was born in Czechoslovakia, moved to Paris in 1923 and then 
to the United States in 1940 and became a US citizen. After Communism collapsed, 
Viktor Kalabis became the first Director of the Martinu Foundation.) 

 
We were obliged to learn the “aesthetics” of socialist realism and to see the whole of 

music history from the point of socialist realism. We were told that Martinu was a renegade who 
had left his country and lived in the West. Actually, I wanted to play Martinu’s Sinfonietta 
Giocosa in my MA concert and as I had won the first prize at the Academy I was to give a 
performance with the Czech Philharmonic. I was told, however, that Martinu was a traitor and 
that if I insisted that I wanted to perform his work then I might not be given my MA at all. So, I 
played a Mozart concerto. 
 

We were watched all the time. Just to play a note of Stravinsky was dangerous. So all 
these lessons I had with Viktor were absolutely forbidden fare. 
 
Pressure & Show Trials. 
“They (the faculty at the Academy) were always trying to get you into the Communist Party or at 
least to the Communist youth and to make you politically active. As teachers we had the so-
called complex evaluation every half-year that involved two parts: a professional one and the 
political one. And I always had a very good professional evaluation and a very bad political 
evaluation. I had to volunteer to go into the unions and collect the fees for the union. So that was 
my political work.  
 

I received my MA in 1950 and Viktor got his in 1951 and it was a time when the 
Communist Party was becoming ever more ruthless. The “show trials” started in 1950. Quite a 
lot of people were put in prison as political traitors - as being in touch with Western powers and 
spying for them. Most of them were very highly positioned Communist Party officials. Many 
were Jews. These trials were very anti-Semitic. At that time there was a feeling of oppression, 
incredible. Because the radio was always broadcasting these trials. The district attorney was 
always accusing these traitors to the socialist state and these renegades. The prisoners were 
confessing and regretting, because they had been drugged and they had been made to memorize 
all their confessions. And one after another who was condemned to death and who was 
executed.” 
 

One of person put on trial was Milada Horáková and it was the cruelest thing. Factory 
workers had to sign a proclamation against this traitor and she was sentenced to death. And a 
family asked for a reprieve from the president and he refused, so she was executed as were many 
Jewish high VIPs of the Party.” 
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(Note: Ales Brezina, Special Advisor on the “Zuzana: Music Is Life,” film composed an opera 
about the trial of Milada Horakova that was staged to wide acclaim in Prague in 2011/12 – the 
film is briefly excerpted in the new documentary – Zuzana: Music Is Life.) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Zuzana and Viktor marry. 
 
 
 
 
Making me normal. 
When Zuzana first met Viktor along with other students she was often joking and being the 
center of fun and Viktor said she was wearing “smile number 13” and he kept on asking her what 
lay behind this, what was she really hiding. And so she told him about being Jewish, about the 
concentration camps, about her anxieties and her guilt. “We once walked to where I was living, 
maybe a two or three-mile walk, and we talked about these problems of mine. And when he took 
leave of me he kissed me. And from then on we were very close to each other. And he helped me 
so much during the first years of our marriage. Viktor always said that next to music he had one 
wish for his life, to make me into a normal feeling person again. And he kept telling me that this 
was a very, very unusual situation, which will never repeat itself again, and that everything will 
be fine. I really didn't believe him because he was a very pessimistic about political 
developments. But the one thing that made me a normal person again was that I had someone 
who was very gentle, very truthful, and I could absolutely rely on. And that was a much better 
medicine for me than trying to be optimistic about life and the political situation.”  
 
Communists/Nazis – It was all happening Again. 
“It was happening again! It was happening again, there was a symmetry to the dreadful situations 
during the Nazi and during the Communist times. All of the time there was such oppression and 
everybody was afraid and everybody had to sign these petitions against traitors who had to be 
executed. And the whole day the radio went on and on with this terrible voice of the accusing 
DA (District Attorney) saying how awful these crimes against our happy and developing country 

Marriage and Courage 
 And in this very tense 
political time, Viktor decided 
to marry me. It was such a 
courageous thing to do. 
Because he had a reputation 
of being politically incorrect 
and I was a Jew. And I tried 
to persuade that it was so 
dangerous for him. And he 
said never mind, I love you, 
I'm going to marry you. So 
we married in December 
1952 - very quietly. Only my 
mother and Viktor’s parents 
and friends who acted as the 
witnesses attended.  
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were. That the Western countries tried to destroy socialism, and these people had to be 
destroyed. We didn't know what will happen to us and what will happen to me as a Jewess and to 
Viktor as a “white” Jew - that's what the Communists called the Czech people who married Jews. 
There was actually a list of Jews and white Jews that was distributed to all the factories and to 
the Czech Philharmonic. 
 
We slept under the piano. 
 
These were dangerous times when people who had once been capitalists like my mother, or 
Jews, were being forced to go to abandoned rural parts of the country. At that time Viktor 
applied to get a flat for us in Prague and the controller, the official who decided these matters, 
happened to have two children, and one of them was a conductor and the other one was a harpist 
– very famous later on. Viktor got us a flat and he came to Pilsen to take my mother and me and 
our furniture back to Prague, but a policeman questioned us and said my mother had an 
“invitation” to go to the Sudetenland and that she needed to pack and be ready in 12 hours. 
Viktor said very calmly, well we have a flat in Prague. We've just married. We got a flat, and we 

are moving our mother to our flat. I think the policeman 
could have protested, but the police also was not very 
sympathetic to the Communist Party. So he let it go. 
 

“So we moved into our - it was not a flat actually, 
because part of it was taken by an 80 year old lady and 
we were given just two rooms for the three of us – 
newlyweds with my mother, the mother-in-law.  

 
And we didn't even manage to get all of our 

furniture in there, but we managed to get the grand piano 
in. So one of the rooms was the kitchen and my mother 
slept there, and the other room was for both of us. And 
when we went to sleep in the evening, we slept under the 
piano, under the grand piano. This went on for a number 
of years before the old lady died and we applied for the 
rest of the flat. And we sold the grand piano and got an 
upright one and also a harpsichord.”  
 
 

 
Work, being fired, poverty. 
 
“It was the early 1950s, I was teaching and Viktor applied for a position at the Academy as a 
teacher of score reading, mainly for conductors. Every university and every high school had to 
take in some percentage of worker students from factories to get the right political profile. They 
went into factories and got every worker that was able to play either the guitar or the accordion 
in some way and made them pass examinations and then they were given scholarships for 
composition and conducting!  
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“Viktor tried to teach them and one man wrote a letter to the head of the faculty saying 
that Viktor was preventing the worker students from political work. And that was the end. Viktor 
was expelled from the faculty with “a political character,” which meant at the time that he 
couldn't get employment anywhere. So Viktor was out of work. I got my thousand crowns as a 
lecturer and my mother's pension. We were really very poor. But I must say we were not so 
depressed about our poverty because somehow we always had the hope that we will eventually 
make it with our talent.” 
 
Music, Music… 
“Eventually after two years Viktor got a job in the children's department of the radio station 
working with the children's choir and 
doing all the programs of children's 
music. By then I was giving some 
concerts. The harpsichord was not a 
very well known instrument, but I 
managed to get some concerts 
combined, harpsichord and piano, for 
the audiences to get acquainted with 
the harpsichord. I always played one 
half on piano and the other half on the 
harpsichord.  
 
        “And I used to play a concerto by 
Bach in the first half on the 
harpsichord and the second half on the 
piano so the audience would hear the 
difference.  So, let me tell you about 
Bach.” 
 
 
Johann Sebastian Bach and Domenico Scarlatti.	 
“Bach’s music is both the most vivacious joy of life and the most desperate sadness. You always 
feel a deep sense of being human, in living on this earth.  Although he was a great mystic and we 
always feel in his music that God is present somehow.  There is a very real presence of God. Not 
only in your mind, but you feel that God is there actually as a person. 

 
“I always tried to ask the young people who came to my concerts what does Bach mean 

for you?  What does Bach give you? Their answers were always the same.  He gives you a sense 
of order and we miss this sort of order in our lives because nowadays things are so out of order 
and we get this sense of life ordered, life being meaningful.  
 

“And then Bach starts with a fugue and this is something above human suffering.  It’s 
about order. It’s about law. It’s about something more than human. For me it always reaches the 
depths of suffering, but then there is something above you, above your individual faith and above 
your individual suffering, which is much more important and which will always be there and 
which will always make sense of your life.  

Zuzana at the piano in Prague,	2013	
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“Bach was not my only love.  I had another love that was Scarlatti and that was quite a 
different thing you know, because Scarlatti is so like a mosaic. You put up little pictures from 
little, little jewels – you put them together. Scarlatti also always reminded me of Goya. In a way 
you know being very, sort of polite and you know that the Spanish court was very stiff and very 
how should I say, very formal. But sometimes you feel in Scarlatti that he is like Goya writing a 
caricature of all those gentlewomen and the king and the queen, and sometimes he went when he 
had holidays he went with mule drivers to the mountains and usually lost all his money playing 
hazardous games.” 
 

 
Part Four: International musical career  & “Bringing Bach back to Germany” 

 – And then the Russians invaded.  
 
Winning. 
In 1956, Zuzana won the Munich International Competition and this launched her international 
career. “I didn't really count on getting a prize at the competition, I just went to listen to how 
other young harpsichordists played because there was nobody playing the harpsichord actually 
except my professor in Prague. So I just wanted to hear the others. And I was rather amazed to 
go through the first round, second round, third round.”  
 
Paris, travel, surveillance. 
Once Zuzana won the competition her standing with Prague’s authorities improved. “I worked 
with a musicologist assigned by the Ministry who was sympathetic towards me and she got me 
the permit to let me go to Paris to study and I also gave some concerts there. At the same time 
Manuel Rosenthal, who was the chief conductor of the Orchestre National de Paris, came to 
Prague and he went to a concert where a piece by Viktor for a woodwind quintet was performed, 
and he met Viktor and agreed to perform his cello concerto with his orchestra in Paris and he 
invited Viktor to attend. The concert was a success. I had to return to Prague to serve as the 
hostage so that he would not defect and ensure them (the authorities) that he would be certain to 
return. They were very well informed, you know. They knew whether the marriage was a good 
one or a bad one and whether Victor really loved me as much as not to defect and not to come 
back. They knew everything about you.” 
 

“After winning the Munich competition, I got invited to many countries: to Germany and 
to all the socialist countries, to Hungary, Poland and Bulgaria. I gave many concerts. By earning 
foreign money, which I had to give to the State, I was already very profitable to the State and so I 
was allowed to travel. Every time I was to leave the country I had to go to the passport  
department, to the Ministry of Culture, and obtain permission from the Academy.  
 

“Then I had to have permission from the so-called street committee, which was mostly 
concierges in the houses on your street who gave you a “political character.” You had to get 
these permissions every time you wanted to leave the country.” 
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Performing in Germany. 
Zuzana was invited to perform in Germany and she and Viktor discussed it at length.   
 

“I had a very strange feeling going to Germany, and I was afraid of meeting some of my 
– some of the SS people. Viktor said you know you are not just an entertainer. If you were an 
entertainer I would tell you not to go. But you are bringing back Bach to German culture. You 
are bringing Bach back to Germany and showing them that a non-German (a Jew) can play Bach. 
And that Hitler was not the last word in Germany, but they had had a great culture to go back to. 
He said that the Germans had had Bach and it's really your task to go there - as a Jewess and as a 
former prisoner, and play Bach in Germany.  
 

“Then I said to myself - I thought to myself, well if I refuse to go to Germany, where else 
should I refuse to go? To France? To England? To all the other countries who knew about the 
Holocaust and did nothing? I couldn't go anywhere. So I started to accept the invitations and my 
first big successes were really in Germany.” 

 
Zuzana had many experiences performing in Germany. One, for example, involved a 

concert at a castle that was owned by a count whose father had been a prominent Nazi. They 
talked and the count saw Zuzana’s tattoo from Auschwitz and they discussed it. Zuzana received 
a small package after her recital that she just placed in her suitcase unopened. She said, when I 
came home I found this gold ring - a signature ring with the family seal on it. There was a little 
card, saying this comes from a German doctor - the count was a medical doctor - who 
apologizes and regrets very much what has been done to you and it should bring you luck.  
 
Changing fortunes. 
“And then I got invited to the Soviet Union and I got plenty of invitations. Though we had to 
give all the foreign currency to the state, we got some Czech money for it. Viktor got more and 
more royalties for his works and he was working on the radio. So our economic situation 
improved very much and I was able to buy a harpsichord.  The death of Stalin and of Czech 
president Gottwald in the mid-1950s also started to change conditions, especially as all the 
evidence of Stalin’s crimes came out. It was really a new wind, a new atmosphere. We were not 
so much afraid anymore.   

 
“By the '60s, I was already quite well known as a concert artist. I also worked with 

chamber orchestras and we formed one of our own and traveled to Austria and Germany. At that 
time I got to know the violinist Josef Suk and we started to play Bach together and we became a 
very established chamber music duo. We played 35 years together and we did a lot of traveling 
because we were very popular. He was the great grandson of Antonín Dvořák, the grandson of 
Josef Suk the composer and a fabulous violinist.” 
 
I could not teach Czech Students. 
“I was not allowed to teach Czech students. That was a bizarre situation. I was allowed to travel, 
but I was not allowed to teach, because, first of all I was not a member of the Communist Party. I 
was asked to go through the so-called Marx Leninist evening university. But I declined and I said 
I had no time for that. I had to work on my concerts. Secondly, the harpsichord was considered 
to be religious and feudal instrument. So it was not even on the curriculum of the Academy. So I 
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kept teaching composers the piano. I actually have almost three generations of composers as my 
former students. Some of them famous already. And I was asked by some of the professors of the 
piano to coach their students when they were playing Bach.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Everyone feels free when they cross the border. 
Gradually political repression eased somewhat and the opportunity arose for both Zuzana and 
Viktor to go to the Salzburg Festival in Austria. “Before I got issued my passport, I was called to 
the headquarters of the secret police and shown up to the highest floor. There was a room, and 
there was a lamp, you know, like you know shining in your face and there as a secret police 
official, and he said, well I see that you are planning to go with your husband to Salzburg. And 
tell me, you have a very small flat, don't you? I said yes. And you don't have much money. Your 
salary is not so big. I said no. And what would happen if somebody would offer you if you stay, 
a big apartment and a higher salary? And would you stay over and not return?  
 

“I said surely not. I mean I love this country and I travel many times out of this country, I 
always return. He said well everybody keeps telling me this, but then immediately when they 
cross the border they feel free. And this was so ridiculous to me that I started to laugh. I said well 
I'm feeling reasonably free here and we would never stay over there and I have my mother here. 
He said you know, yes I have here a note that your husband gets on quite well with your mother, 
so there's no problem with you leaving without the mother-in-law, your family's reasonably 
content. I said yes, they knew everything. I found the situation increasingly ridiculous.  

 
He said, well you know, I'm worried that you won't come back and I will be made 

responsible for that. I'm going on my leave and I'm not going to sleep at night for worrying 
whether you will stay or return. And I said well you know, I don't really want to spoil your 
holiday. I will certainly go to play in Salzburg some day. So just get my husband the passport 
and I’ll stay here. This apparently impressed him, and he started to go around the room, and then 
he said, I think I’ll risk it. So we both went.”  
 
Recording Bach, playing the world.  
Zuzana recorded Bach’s Goldberg Variations and the reviews were very good. “This led the 
director of “Erato” in France to come to Prague and he offered me a contract to record the whole 
of Bach’s harpsichord work over the next 10 years.”  
 

The Czech Philharmonic got lists every year of Jews and Jewish 
people and white Jews (people who married Jews). I had been 
planning to perform Martinu with the Czech Philharmonic under 
Karel Ancerl, who was also Jewish and a survivor. But the 
authorities never allowed me to perform with him as they said two 
Jews in the Czech Philharmonic were too much.  
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Zuzana says that working on these recordings were some 
of the happiest times of her life. Being involved in all of 
Bach’s work and discovering every time some more of 
him. And every time sitting down to the harpsichord 
discovering more and more about him and about the 
depth of his creation and trying really to understand 
everything about his music “and getting so acquainted 
with him that I really felt that I almost identified with 
him.”  
 
 In November 2017, Warner Records released a 
remastered 20-CD set of the original Erato recordings. 
The new release won formidable critical reviews in many 
of Europe’s major newspapers and magazines (links can 
be found at www.kalabismusic.org ).  
 

From the early 1960s, Zuzana was being booked for concerts across the world and her 
diary covered the next 10 years. “My mother used to say you are crazy. You don't know what 
will happen tomorrow and you have a diary ten years ahead. Somehow I had my diary always 
full.”  

 
The State took 80% of Zuzana’s foreign earnings, but she notes, “I earned quite a lot of 

money and so 20% was enough.”  
 
Viktor’s reputation as a composer was also growing. He constantly faced risks of having 

his work suppressed by the political authorities. At the same time, he was given important 
commissions to compose for the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra.  
 
’68 “Prague Spring” and Russian tanks. 
Public pressures against the government increased and then in March 1968 president Novotny 
resigned and Alexander Dubcek came to power. Zuzana says he was a very gentle man and a 
very just man and he was the idol of the whole revolutionary movement of ‘68.  
 

“Suddenly there was freedom and we were much more open to Western influences. There 
was even a film called “Prague sees Munich, Munich sees Prague.” And I had to play one of 
Viktor’s harpsichord compositions in front of the Hotel Praha here. And it was raining and 
raining and raining. Every day we started with the cameras and it kept raining and so in the end 
they packed it up and said we’ll come back in September when the weather will be better. And 
Viktor said yes the weather will be better.  And we will be surrounded by Soviet tanks! 

 
“I was in the country when we heard the news from Prague of Soviet tanks coming. We 

went back to Prague to our flat. Nobody knew what was happening. I was supposed to go with 
Suk to perform in Australia and I had a scheduled radio interview in Berlin about this trip and 
they called me and I said don’t you read the newspaper and then I put down the phone because I 
already knew that they (the authorities) were listening to everything on the telephone. They had 
certainly my telephone number.  
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“The other thing that happened was Margot Vogl the mother of Frank3 called and tried to 
be very discreet and said we are waiting for you in London for the next concert and would Viktor 
come with you.  I said we are not coming, I am not coming to the concert and neither will Viktor. 
And I put the phone down. And half an hour later Margot rang again and said somebody had 
already answered the phone and had said that I was not at home. So you know we were 
overheard.”  
 
Emigrating to America, but staying to face the oppression. 
 

As the Russians moved in, Zuzana and Viktor, considered emigrating.  Others had fled, 
especially Jews who were certain that there would be a new wave of anti-Semitism.  They could 
have moved to London where relatives were keen to have them come. They considered going to 
the United States where they knew they would be offered university faculty positions, for example 
there was a standing offer from Hungarian cellist Janos Starker who was at the University of 
Indiana in Bloomington. But, Zuzana notes that the deciding factor to stay, despite the real risks 
that they knew they might face, not just because she was a Jew, but because they had long been 
viewed as too close to the West and had never joined the Party, was the inspiration for Viktor’s 
music. Zuzana notes that the core of his music derived from the love of his country. If they 
emigrated then Viktor would not to be able to come back again, to see again his home and his 
country. This was a big source of inspiration for Viktor - the nature in the south of Bohemia. And 
a lot of it can be heard in his compositions. 
 

In the years that followed, Zuzana says, “you were always being surveilled. Your 
telephones were listened to. Your conversations were overhead. You never knew if your were 
conforming to all the laws. It was oppressive and Viktor at the time was at the lowest of 
depressions.” 
 
Communist edicts and irrationality. 
 
From one day to the next Zuzana and 
Viktor did not know whether or not 
their lives were in danger.  

 
Zuzana explains, for example, 

that in ‘72 she and Josef Suk were 
suddenly denied passports to travel. 
They learned at a meeting of the 
Communist Party it was decided that 
they should not travel because they 
were not Party members and that their 
fame was an artificial product of 
Western propaganda. There was also a 
violinist and a pianist who claimed 
they could be famous as well. “So 
Praga Concert, which was the only agency through which we could travel, selected them. But 
																																																								
3	Frank	Vogl	is	an	Executive	Producer	of	ZUZANA:	Music	Is	Life	
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after a few weeks the director got complaints about the couple and was told that audiences 
wanted Ruzickova and Suk. So we could travel once more, because he said we want to make 
money. But we had to be punished somehow: so it was decreed that the punishment was that we 
were not allowed to play in spas like Marienbad or Carlsbad and so on. This was mostly a joke. 
They needed us for the foreign exchange, for the prestige and it would have been too much of a 
scandal in the West if we wouldn’t have been able to do travel.” 
 
Zuzana’s mother. 
Zuzana’s mother died in 1983. Zuzana explains that she was very ill and that she had tried to get 
her into the best medical facility, but this was denied because she was not a Communist Party 
member. Zuzana says that her mother spent her last days in a hospital room with 18 other 
patients and did not get the best medical attention.  

 
 

 
Part Five: Liberation, freedom…at last.  

 
The Velvet Revolution. 
“The 17th of November was always the student commemoration day, but on this day in 1989 the 
students did not just disperse after the official demonstration. They protested against the 
government, against the police and against the police regime, and for more liberty. The police 
started beating them up you and the students started shouting we are not armed. We have only 
our hands, don’t shoot at us you know and well.  These students started really the general 
revolution. Then our students from the Academy went on strike, and the film and dramatic 
faculty went on strike.  Also the Czech Philharmonic went on strike. 
 

“As I was at the Academy, as well as the Czech Philharmonic, I was striking all day. 
There were always two professors to look after the students to see that they got food and that 
they were in good condition. Two at day and two at night.  

 
 “I was on during the day and in the evening the Czech Philharmonic should have had a 

normal concert. But they only played parts of “My country” by Smetana. They played other 
patriotic pieces and then all the soloists of the Czech Philharmonic came on stage.  We had put 
on our concert dresses and we went on the stage with a big sign and the audience was all 
crowded into the hall. And the next day I was with Viktor for another performance and we were 
in the elevator and somebody was with us carrying a tray of vodkas and Viktor asked what are 
you celebrating and they said didn’t you listen to the radio. The government has resigned. And 
we began to cry and immediately we went to the Wenceslas Square where everybody was now 
celebrating. And Havel then got onto the podium and made a speech and said the revolution must 
go on. I was so proud. I said dear father if you could see this now. This is what you gave your 
life for. You would have been proud of this nation.” 
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A new life 
“I was asked to become the Rector of the Academy, which I promptly refused because when I 
see an official paper I really go red all over you know and the rector’s work is mainly with 
papers so I said well I would never be a good rector. I said I would like to just teach at the 
Academy. We all got rehabilitated and we were given the titles that we were entitled to, but 
which had been denied to us by the Communist Party. I finally got my professorship and Viktor 
got his doctorate.  There was a very moving event as everyone got their diplomas from Havel. It 
was in the main hall of the Charles University, which was packed with old people, doctors and 
scientists who had been refused their doctorates and professorships who were now too old to 
make use of these titles.”  
 

“Viktor was offered the most important positions, as a head of the radio, as the head of 
the Academy, as a full professor at the Academy. He said I have no strength for it - it has come 
late. But of course then he was he was asked to be the director of the Martinu Foundation and he 
was always very fond of Martinu. He immediately put all his strength into it and established the 
Martinu Institute and he found Ales Brezina, a very promising young man to come and work 
there (he is now the director of the Martinu Institute in Prague). Sometimes people wondered 
why one composer was doing so much for another one, but Viktor gave all his strength to 
promote the works of Martinu. He did this until he was 80.” Viktor died in 2006. 

 
Viktor’s many compositions are now being performed increasingly, new recordings are 

being made and exceptional reviews are being published. To learn more please visit 
www.kalabismusic.org 
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