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Introduction  
 
By Prof. Dr. Volkhard Knigge 
Director of the Buchenwald and Mittelbau-Dora Memorials Foundation 
 
 
“Innocent Ovens” 
It is a windy day in Auschwitz between autumn 1943 and autumn 1944. The young schoolteacher 
Marianne Busch comes home from work and finds her landlady cleaning her room. “‘You dusted 
here just a minute ago, and now look!’” she greets the landlady with some dismay. “Like cigar 
ash,” Marianne Busch recalls, “it lay on the black wood of my desk – beautiful whitish-grey flakes 
forming a very strange structure. ‘What in the world could it be?’” The landlady leans out of the 
window in search of an answer: “‘It couldn’t have been blown over from the I.G. Works because 
the wind is from the direction of the concentration camp today. They’re burning people in the 
crematorium again. So this is human ash. It’s not the first time.’” 
 
In post-World-War-II Germany, the image drawn of Auschwitz and the concentration and 
extermination camp there – and, indeed, of all National Socialist concentration camps – clearly 
served an exculpatory function. National Socialism was pictured as a virtually inconceivable 
mishap in German history, to be blamed at most on a small clique around Hitler and on the SS. 
The camps, for their part, were regarded as demonically perverse otherworlds, hermetically 
sealed and far removed from normal people and the purported normality of everyday life during 
the “Third Reich.” But as the Polish former inmate of Auschwitz and Buchenwald Józef Szajna 
once said, “In Auschwitz there weren’t devils and human beings; there were human beings and 
human beings.” The human beings who had desired, conceived and built the camp and kept it 
running, and the human beings – ultimately more than a million – who were killed there: more 
than 960,000 Jews, as many as 75,000 Poles, 21,000 Sinti and Roma, 15,000 Soviet prisoners of 
war and 15,000 persons of various other nationalities. 
 
Even if we don’t like to think about the fact, there was quite obviously a technical/practical side to 
the mass murder and genocide carried out in assembly-line fashion in the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
extermination facilities: crematoria equipped with gas chambers, or “death factories,” to use the 
name given them by the inmates of the Sonderkommando (special labour detachment) forced to 
work in them. What kinds of ovens are needed to burn thousands upon thousands of corpses, 
continuously and in an energy-efficient manner? And wouldn’t it be expedient to have means of 
ventilating the gas chambers as quickly as possible in order to be able to fill them up with new 
people at the shortest possible intervals? For the solutions to such problems, the SS were 
dependent on civilian experts who had no scruples about thinking their way into the practical 
aspects of extermination, down to the smallest detail, and developing the appropriate technology, 
installing it, getting it running on site and, where necessary, maintaining and repairing it. Such 
experts were to be found, among other places, in Erfurt at the company of Topf & Sons. The 
mutually satisfactory business partnership between Topf & Sons and the SS presumably began in 
1939, several months before the beginning of World War II, and lasted until its end. In view of the 
coming war, the SS had begun preparing for rising numbers of inmates and the ensuing 
consequences in the concentration camps. Their decisions in this respect were already proven 
right by the winter of 1939/1940. For it was then that the first mass deaths induced by the SS took 
place hardly twenty kilometres from Erfurt in Buchenwald Concentration Camp. The victims were 
chiefly Poles and Viennese Jews. Without further ado, Topf & Sons placed a mobile incineration  
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oven at the camp’s disposal. Technically, the device was comparable to an oven type used in 
agriculture for the incineration of animal carcasses and already in the company’s product range.  
 
In response to the prospective new demand, a particularly ambitious Topf engineer by the name 
of Kurt Prüfer developed the principle further to produce the first special incineration ovens for 
concentration camps, initially for mobile use, later permanently installed. By the spring of 1941, 
Topf & Sons had sold the new product to the Buchenwald, Dachau, Mauthausen, Gusen and 
Auschwitz Concentration Camps. 
 
There were no indications that Topf & Sons would become one of the most important technical 
service providers for the National Socialist mass murder operations, virtually overnight and 
entirely without coercion. The company had been founded in 1878 by the master brewer Johann 
Andreas Topf as a manufacturer of incineration facilities. By the eve of World War I, it had 
become one of the world’s major producers of malting equipment for breweries. The product line 
grew to encompass boilers, chimneys and silos, then ventilation and exhaust systems and, 
beginning in 1914, incineration ovens for municipal crematoria. This last-named branch of 
business gained significance after the First World War due to the increasing popularity of 
cremation. It nevertheless accounted for only a small percentage of the overall turnover, even in 
the period when Topf & Sons was working for the SS on a continual basis. Having emerged in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, the practise of cremation was still widely considered 
irreverent. Topf & Sons therefore placed special emphasis on offering technically outstanding 
methods allowing cremation to be performed with the utmost of dignity, a strategy that soon made 
the company a leader in the branch. Quite as a matter of course, the ovens developed by Topf & 
Sons were designed for cremation of the mortal remains in the coffin; what is more, their 
operation was both smoke- and odour-free. The corpse was not exposed directly to the flames, 
but reduced to the finest ash by a process described more aptly as disintegration than burning. 
Topf & Sons thus anticipated the Cremation Act far in advance of its institution in 1934: This law 
specified that care be taken “to perform the cremation in a worthy manner,” and stipulated 
explicitly that “an absolute minimum of smoke issue from the chimney.” “Interventions of any kind 
serving to accelerate the [cremation] procedure” were strictly prohibited. As though it had never 
upheld the principles of reverent cremation, the Topf & Sons company dropped them the day it 
entered into business with the concentration camps. 
 
At Topf & Sons there were evidently no moral or ethical bounds to be overcome or whittled down 
in a lengthy process of stupefaction and brutalization. This circumstance is striking because, on 
the one hand, the chief players – the company owners Ludwig and Ernst-Wolfgang Topf, the 
engineers Kurt Prüfer and Karl Schultze, the authorized signatory Fritz Sander, the fitters such as 
Martin Holick, Wilhelm Koch and Heinrich Messing – knew exactly what the incineration ovens 
and ventilation systems were needed and used for in Auschwitz. On the other hand, however, not 
one of them corresponded to the image of the fanatical National Socialist or radical anti-Semite. 
True, the Topf brothers and Kurt Prüfer had joined the Nazi party in 1933, but they did not further 
distinguish themselves as National Socialists. There is no indication that they differed from 
millions of other Germans of the time, or were in any way predisposed to aid the purposes of the 
Holocaust and mass murder. On the contrary, the Topf brothers included members of the 
Communist party and “half Jews” who had already been subjected to discrimination, even 
imprisonment, in the “company family” – their staff, which numbered more than a thousand. They 
moreover carried out their business with the concentration camps according to the usual 
procedures: The transactions were processed in all openness by several departments, just like 
other large-scale orders. The bids were calculated by the administration department, the 
individual components for the ovens were sent to the various workshops for completion and 
packaged in the shipping department before being sent off by rail and invoiced by the accounting  
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department. Internal company documents serve as evidence of how openly and naturally the 
employees of Topf & Sons handled the business with Auschwitz. For example, in a telephone 
memo of February 17, 1943 concerning a complaint about the delivery of a ventilator for one of  
 
the gas chambers, candid use is made of the term “gas cellar.” The memo was signed by Ludwig 
Topf, works manager Gustav Braun, authorized signatory Max Machemehl and purchasing 
manager Florentin Mock. The dictation of the phone conversation between Fritz Sander and Karl 
Schultze in Auschwitz was taken by Sander’s assistant Anneliese Hessler. 
 
In 1941, the employees working in “Incineration Facilities Construction” were consolidated in 
Department D IV for “Specialized Furnace Construction.” They will have been particularly well 
informed about the intended use of the equipment they worked to develope, as they had much 
more immediate sources of information than memos like the one described above. This state of 
affairs can be assumed with all certainty because, to begin with, the incineration ovens used in 
the camps could never have been designed and optimized without knowledge of their purpose. 
What is more, the ovens had to be assembled and tested on the customer’s premises, and the 
presence of specialists was required when they commenced operation. Kurt Prüfer was 
accordingly in Auschwitz-Birkenau at least a dozen times, and fitters like Martin Holick and 
Wilhelm Koch worked on site for as long as a year. The head of the Ventilation Department, Karl 
Schultze, also paid several visits to Birkenau, since Topf & Sons supplied not only incineration 
ovens but – as mentioned above – the ventilation systems for the gas chambers which were 
integral elements of Crematoria II and III. These employees were thus acquainted with Auschwitz 
from personal experience, and their familiarity was far from superficial: They participated directly 
in the first mass murders and incineration procedures in order to ascertain the smooth operation 
of the facilities they had constructed and installed; their observations also served as a basis for 
making further improvements. Conspicuously, there is a direct relationship between the 
“progress” made by Topf & Sons in the field of mass incineration of human beings and the 
precipitous rise in the concentration camp death rate in general, and that of Auschwitz-Birkenau 
extermination camp in particular. 
 
While the task of supplying the concentration and extermination camps with suitable technology 
demanded a certain amount of technical expertise, it did not require any unusual degree of 
inventiveness. It is true that, from the purely technical point of view, the Topf products did 
comprise genuine innovations. Yet the latter resulted chiefly from the absence of all inhibitions 
concerning the use of incineration methods whose application to human beings would never 
before have been considered. Kurt Prüfer and Fritz Sander adopted techniques of refuse 
disposal, animal carcass disposal and industrial brick and tile burning, developed them further, 
increased their capacity, and applied them to the disposal of corpses in the concentration and 
extermination camps. In the camps it was no longer necessary to cremate human beings in a 
dignified manner; the sole objective was to burn as many corpses as possible in as short a time, 
using as little fuel and leaving behind as little evidence as possible. To this end, it was necessary 
to be able to “equip” the incineration chambers with several corpses at a time. It no longer 
mattered that the flames devoured the bodies of the dead directly. It was no longer important to 
be able to identify the ashes of individual persons. Nor did the ash need to be as fine as dust. It 
sufficed if the residue consisted of easily disposable, coarse ashes with pieces of bone in them. It 
was important that the walls of the ovens not crack despite their continuous operation. It was 
important that, to the extent possible, the fire be fuelled by the burning corpses themselves. Topf 
& Sons developed not only incineration facilities that met these requirements, but also the 
necessary accessories for operating them. These included carts for loading corpses into the 
ovens while other corpses were still burning, and fire hooks for moving the burning corpses and  
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corpse parts around. The problems facing those in charge arose from damage to the incineration 
chambers caused by improper use of the fire hooks, not from the handling of the dead. 
  
No form of command or fear of the SS moved the company and the participating employees to 
act as they did. The Topf & Sons business correspondence testifies to that fact, as does the  
 
circumstance that the experts designed gigantic ovens for mass incineration on their own 
initiative, before their customers ever expressed any such wishes. Surviving letters show that the 
management regarded its business relations with the SS as an equal partnership and by no 
means conceived of itself as a mere recipient of orders “from above.” The company notified the 
SS of overdue payments and did not shy away from conflict, whether the issue was responsibility 
for operational failures or the term of guarantee. It was personal ambition which motivated Fritz 
Sander and Kurt Prüfer to work on developing mass-scale furnaces. Sander, for his part, 
designed a four-storey “Continuous-Operation Corpse Incineration Oven for Mass Use” in which 
thousands of human beings could have been burned every day. Having been loaded in at the top, 
the corpses would slide down on slanted grates from one storey to the next, being first heated 
and then set on fire by the already burning corpses below. Following a heating period of two days 
at the most, the oven could thus be kept running without the further introduction of fuel. On 
Sander’s request, the Topf brothers applied to have this facility patented. Prüfer questioned the 
operability of the construction, assuming that corpse parts would stick to the grates and clog the 
oven. And he offered an alternative, a "Ring Cremation Oven" based on tile production 
techniques. The construction of Prüfer’s design never actually commenced, although the SS 
undertook preparations for it in 1943. According to testimony by the former commander of 
Auschwitz Rudolf Hoess, the project was resumed in 1944, but again not carried to completion, 
now on account of the advancing battlefront. 
 
The advantages to be gained by the management and the employees from doing business with 
the concentration camps were small – too small to explain the actions of those involved (to the 
extent that such actions could ever be explained by economic considerations). The sale of the 
respective equipment accounted for one to two percent of the overall turnover, i.e. it hardly made 
a difference. Personal benefits were enjoyed by only a select few, and consisted in improvement 
of status and rises in prestige within the company, bonuses and small salary increases, and 
exemptions from service in the Wehrmacht. By means of intervention from the SS chief of 
construction in Auschwitz, for example, Ludwig Topf succeeded in having his conscription for 
service in a construction battalion in Bad Langensalza, Thuringia revoked. 
 
If the company management had wanted to withdraw from its dealings with the SS, it would have 
had the perfect opportunity to do so in 1941. Kurt Prüfer, the key player in the concentration camp 
business, handed in his resignation in February of that year on grounds that he was underpaid. 
And although he had frequently caused the Topf brothers trouble in the past, they didn’t let him 
go. Moreover, rather than seeking a way out of its business with the camps, Topf & Sons showed 
its willingness to lend the SS a strong hand in constructing an extermination facility near 
Mauthausen Concentration Camp in Austria less than three months before the end of the war. 
Had it ultimately been installed, this facility would have had at least the capacity of the operations 
in Auschwitz-Birkenau. It was to be built with components of the ovens and gas chamber 
ventilation systems dismantled by the SS in Birkenau. In view of the advancing Red Army, the 
crematoria there had been blown up in January 1945 in an effort to conceal evidence. 
 
When Topf & Sons came under suspicion after the liberation of Buchenwald Concentration Camp 
on April 11, 1945 – the company nameplates stood out proudly on the exteriors of the incineration 
ovens there – the management reacted quickly. On April 27, Ludwig Topf formulated a joint  
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justification strategy during a meeting with the works council. It stipulated that the business 
relations with the SS had been perfectly normal. The concentration camps had been supplied 
with standard crematoria and nothing else. The company had been responding to orders, and 
had even prevented worse things from happening by helping to guard against epidemics. The 
staff representation shared this point of view and accordingly saw no cause for concern. The 
cooperation with the SS was apparently considered so normal that in late November – Thuringia  
 
had been a Soviet-occupied zone since the beginning of July – Sander’s patent application for the 
“Continuous-Operation Corpse Incineration Oven for Mass Use” was still included in a list of 
patents and patent applications submitted by the company to the Thuringian Administration Office 
in Erfurt for the estimation of its assets. 
 
Ludwig and Ernst Wolfgang Topf never acknowledged their share of the responsibility and the 
blame. On May 31 1945, Ludwig Topf committed suicide, having portrayed himself in his farewell 
letter as an innocent, wrongfully persecuted victim of the circumstances. Ernst-Wolfgang Topf 
tried to re-establish his business in Western Germany. He clung to the image of the "innocent 
ovens" until his dying day, claiming that the Topf & Sons products had been misused in an 
unforeseeable manner. Ernst-Wolfgang Topf was never legally prosecuted. No results were 
reached by the proceedings carried out before the denazification tribunal, or by the preliminary 
proceedings instituted against him by the Public Prosecutor’s Office of Wiesbaden on charges of 
aiding and abetting murder. The engineers Kurt Prüfer, Gustav Braun, Fritz Sander and Karl 
Schultze were arrested by Soviet officers in March 1946 and interrogated in Berlin and Moscow. 
In this context they were confronted with Topf & Sons company files and with statements by 
former inmates recorded by a Soviet investigating committee directly after the liberation of 
Auschwitz. While Kurt Prüfer did not deny his actions, he exhibited no sense of guilt. Prüfer, 
Braun and Schultze were sentenced to twenty-five years in a penal colony. Sander had already 
died of a heart condition a few weeks after his arrest. Gustav Braun and Karl Schultze were 
released in 1955; Kurt Prüfer died of a stroke in 1952. To the extent that the German Democratic 
Republic concerned itself with the history of Topf & Sons at all, the responsibility and blame were 
laid on the capitalist former owners. 
 
Topf & Sons’ unquestioning cooperation with the SS is especially disturbing. For neither the 
company owners nor the participating employees correspond to the image of the fanatical 
National Socialist or the radical anti-Semite. They were neither mere “cogs in the wheel” nor 
“desk murderers,” nor did they act under force or on command. They knew the precise purpose of 
the technology they were developing and they could have discontinued their business relations 
with the SS without suffering serious consequences. Yet their willingness to cooperate was 
apparently motivated merely by the fact that extermination and mass murder were the will of the 
state and supposedly served the interests of Germany – and by the related technical challenges, 
which spurred the ambitions of the engineers. The absence of a sense of humanity towards the 
“natural enemies” of the “people’s community” sufficed for complicity in mass murder. 
 
 
Remarks on the Exhibition 
 
If historical remembrance is to contribute to the civilization of human beings and to the formation 
and preservation of societies – societies in which human beings respect one another as beings of 
equal dignity, equipped with the same fundamental rights, and thus stand up for one another – 
that remembrance can and must not be limited to the lamentation of past injustices or suffering. 
On the contrary, it must shed light upon the manner in which crime, injustice and suffering were 
made possible – if not actually brought about – by individuals as well as by society. The  
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enlightening, humanizing, democracy-promoting content of historical remembrance is intimately 
linked with its self-critical, self-reflective side. It is this side that the exhibition on the history of 
Topf & Sons sets out to strengthen – and in view of the historical circumstances, there was no 
alternative to this approach in the exhibition's making. 
 
The exhibition neither adheres to the model of the chronological company history nor does it 
address the overall history of the Auschwitz Concentration and Extermination Camp. Its chief  
 
focus is the reconstruction of Topf & Sons’ cooperation with the SS in Auschwitz-Birkenau. Seen 
from this perspective, Auschwitz appears as a perfectly normal place of work, the Holocaust and 
mass murder as nothing more than projects presenting certain technical challenges. This is the 
image that is so unbearably disturbing. 
 
On the basis of original (company) documents, the exhibition proves and reconstructs what the 
managers and employees of Topf & Sons knew about the National Socialist extermination 
activities, and the precise extent of the company’s cooperation. To this end, it was necessary to 
inspect technical records and retrace technical developments and methods with regard to their 
function and significance. In the exhibition, these reconstructions are not ends in themselves, and 
the intention is by no means to limit the critical examination of the Holocaust and mass murder to 
a study in technological history. The concern, rather, is with circumstantiation; moreover, the 
investigation of the sources is intended to shed light on the consequences of the Topf & Sons 
products for the persons deported to Auschwitz – not only those killed there, but also those forced 
to operate the gas chambers and incineration ovens before likewise being killed. Testimonies 
from the hands of the inmates are accordingly also presented – documents as important as they 
are precious. 
 
The exhibition does not end with the defeat of the “Third Reich” on May 8, 1945. A closer look is 
taken at how the persons directly involved dealt with the history of Topf & Sons after the war, and 
at the legal, political and public treatment of that history in the Federal Republic, the Democratic 
Republic and reunified Germany. A history of denial, belittlement and the shifting of blame comes 
to light, and is juxtaposed with quite another history: that of the transformation of the crematoria 
into symbolic grave-markers and sites of mourning and commemoration – not least of all a history 
of the survivors and the victims’ families. The exhibition further retraces the gradual development 
of the broader public confrontation with the topic in Erfurt and elsewhere during the 1980s and 
1990s. 
 
The perpetrators of the National Socialist crimes are the subject of an entire branch of 
increasingly specialized research. Intended for a broad public, the exhibition avoids a conclusive 
classification of persons and their motives in the terms established by that research. And however 
precisely and thoroughly it uncovers the actions of the chief players in the Topf & Sons story, it is 
an exhibition which raises questions, not only for its visitors but also for those involved in its 
making. In any case, the one-dimensional, often cliché-like images commonly depicting the 
perpetrators of the NS crimes prove useless here. What makes the case of Topf & Sons so 
distressing is the normality of the company’s murderous cooperation with the SS, and the fact 
that it accepted the racist Nazi image of society and human beings in its most extreme 
consequence – extermination – even though the chief players exhibited none of the 
corresponding ideological motivation. If the examination of these complexities succeeds in 
shedding light upon the exculpatory function of the common image of NS perpetrators as 
“exceptions to the rule” and people who were “just obeying orders,” and if the exhibition sensitizes 
visitors to the disastrous consequences of excluding certain human beings or groups from society 
– no matter how that exclusion is justified – then it will already have been a success. 
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endured without (expert) guidance. I am grateful to Prof. Dr. Ulrich Borsdorf, Gitta Günther, Prof. 
Dr. Norbert Frei, Gert Gutberlet, Andreas M. Kilian, Prof. Dr. Gottfried Korff, Dr. Salomon Korn, 
Cilly Kugelmann, Prof. Dr. Alf Lüdtke, Mag. Krystyna Oleksy, Dr. Bertrand Perz, Dr. Bernhard 
Post, Jean-Claude Pressac (deceased), Hartmut Topf, Dagmar Topf, Eckart Schörle and the 
members of the Board of Trustees of the Buchenwald and Mittelbau-Dora Memorials Foundation 
for their advice and help. 
 
I am indebted to the family and friends of Jean-Claude Pressac who contributed to the fulfilment 
of his wish that the archives be returned. 
 
Special appreciation is due to the former members of the Topf & Sons staff who made the 
realization of the project their cause: Udo Braun, Herbert Frank, Horst Scharnweber and Norbert 
Schneider as well as the former Ukrainian forced labour convict Ivan Hanyuchenko, who was 
prepared to talk about his experiences at Topf & Sons. 
 
For support in researching the history of Topf & Sons and for the provision of loans, I would like to 
thank the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, the publishers Bibliographisches Institut and F. A. 
Brockhaus, the Dahlwitz-Hoppegarten, Lichterfelde and Ludwigsburg Federal Archives, the 
Deutsches Museum in Munich, the Erfurt and Weimar Municipal Archives, the Erfurt Municipal 
Museum, the Federal Representative for the Documents of the State Security Service of the 
former German Democratic Republic, the German Patent and Brand Office in Munich, the  
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association "Geschichtsort Topf & Söhne" in Erfurt, the Bergen-Belsen, Dachau, Flossenbürg, 
Majdanek, Mauthausen, Neuengamme, Ravensbrück, Sachsenhausen, Stutthoff, Terezín and 
Vught Memorials, the National Archives Washington, the Special Archives Department of the 
Russian State Military Archives, the Spiegel Archives, the Thuringian Main State Archives in 
Weimar and Yad Vashem, The Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Authority. 
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Photos 
 
 
 

 
Company sign  
(© Buchenwald Memorial Collection) 

The company logo was registered as a trademark from 1900. In this 
time the economic ascent of the company began. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corpse incineration oven 
(© Erfurt Municipal Archives) 

Transportable corpse incineration oven by Topf & 
Sons for concentration camps, 1940 
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Telephone memorandum, February 17, 1943  
(© Thuringian Main State Archives, Weimar) 
 
Company documents such as this telephone memorandum of February 17, 1943 reveal that even 
employees who were never in Auschwitz but merely processed orders in Erfurt were aware of the 
intended gas murders in the crematoria. The use of the term "gas cellar" in this memorandum clearly 
indicates the extent to which the company treated the provision of technical services for mass murder 
as a matter of course. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
–– 
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Sketch 
Sketch of the four-storey “continuous-operation corpse incineration oven for 
mass use”, October 1942 (© Federal Archives Dahlwitz-Hoppegarten) 
 
Sketch from the patent application. Topf & Sons registered this invention as a patent. The oven was 
never built. 
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Pictures of the exhibition at the Jewish Museum Berlin  
(June 19 - September 18, 2005) 
 
Room 1 – Topf & Sons: A Perfectly Normal Company 
 

  
(© Jewish Museum Berlin. Photo: Jens Ziehe) 
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Room 1 – Topf & Sons: A Perfectly Normal Company 
 

  
(© Jewish Museum Berlin. Photo: Jens Ziehe) 
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Room 6 – After the War: Preservation of Evidence – Commemoration – Denial 
 

  
(© Jewish Museum Berlin. Photo: Jens Ziehe) 
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