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Last week marked the 81st anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz. Holocaust Remembrance Day honors the six million Jewish victims of the Holocaust and the millions of other victims of Nazi persecution. On January 27, 1945, Soviet troops entered Auschwitz in Poland, freeing the survivors and finally revealing to the world the depth of the horrors perpetrated there. I was unaware of this annual remembrance but have worked with the Maryville Japanese American Citizens League for years on its annual local Remembrance Day event commemorating the forced removal and incarceration of 125,000 Japanese Americans during the war. Although these were not extermination camps along the lines of the Nazi model, records indicate that 2,000 Japanese Americans died while incarcerated in U.S. camps during the war.  The causes of death included tuberculosis, pneumonia, and heart disease, conditions exacerbated by inadequate medical care, poor nutrition, extreme climates, overcrowded living conditions, accidents and even suicide. 

What do these historic events have in common aside from the shared horrors of which humanity is capable? I have seen examples of the remarkable artwork created in these austere environments where hope is but a fantasy. Art created inside Nazi camps stands among the most haunting and courageous expressions in human history. Made under constant threat of punishment or death, these works were acts of resistance and survival, visual proof that even in conditions designed to erase identity, the impulse to create endured despite the danger. In camps, prisoners created drawings and paintings in secret using scavenged paper, charcoal, pencil stubs, or stolen pigments. These images documented overcrowded barracks, forced labor, beatings, and crematoria. Many works emphasize gaunt figures, skeletal bodies, and watchtowers silhouetted against bleak skies. Others depict small moments of humanity: prisoners sharing food, comforting one another, or gazing beyond barbed wire. Even children created poignant drawings, depicting lost homes, family memories, and imagined freedom. Together, these artworks form a visual archive that complements survivor testimony and historical records. 

Even music existed inside Nazi concentration camps, though always under extreme coercion and danger. Prisoners composed, rehearsed, and performed music in radically different circumstances, sometimes forced by the SS, sometimes organized secretly as acts of resistance and survival. Like visual art, this music stands as testimony to both suffering and human resilience. Auschwitz maintained several camp orchestras where prisoner musicians were forced to play while work details marched in and out, during roll calls, or to entertain SS officers. For some, musical skills increased chances of survival by securing slightly better living conditions, though it never guaranteed safety. 

Art created in Japanese American incarceration camps also stands as powerful evidence of creativity and quiet resistance in the face of unjust imprisonment. Internees in the remote camps continued to draw, paint, carve, and craft to document daily life and preserve a sense of identity. Practicing artists organized art schools inside the camps, teaching thousands of fellow inmates. Many incarcerated individuals created wood carvings, furniture, jewelry, and handmade tools from scrap materials. These objects blended traditional Japanese aesthetics with American influences, reflecting hybrid identities that incarceration sought to suppress but could not erase. Much of this artwork functions as visual testimony recording conditions rarely seen by the outside public at the time. At the same time, the act of making art offered emotional survival, dignity, and a measure of control within a dehumanizing system. Examples of this internment camp art have been exhibited at the Sutter County Museum.  Today, collections preserved by cultural institutions ensure these works remain visible. They remind us that even behind barbed wire, creativity endures as an assertion of humanity and a demand to be remembered.
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