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An Eternal Melody


For me personally it began a century and a half ago, although the story goes back much further. Years ago, my great-great-grandfather, fleeing a Russian pogrom with his family, carried with him, in addition to his meager possessions, an old family violin in a tattered brown case.  He was a soulful player, and the violin was of great value to him, its mournful music a symbol of something that no one could take away.  His trek across the steppes took him to England where he bequeathed the violin to his son, who in turn gave it to his son, my grandfather.  My grandfather, a gifted violinist, carried the violin with him across yet another continent, eventually settling in South Africa, where he bequeathed this violin to his son, my father, who gave it to me. My connection with this great history is thus both personal and profound.

Last Yom Kippur Eve, as I tucked the violin under my chin and played the Kol Nidre of Max Bruch, a hushed silence fell over the congregation.  The Kol Nidre is not just one of many pieces that I have played since I began my musical studies at the age of four, but a representation of Jewish tradition and history: the continuation, from generation to generation, of something unique.  The tie that binds us as Jews was manifested in that hushed silence: a response to our most sacred prayer.  The Jewish violinist, whether a virtuoso or a shtetl klezmer, embodies the soul of a people that cannot be destroyed. At that moment, I felt extremely fortunate to act as such a messenger.

My bar mitzvah fell on Shabbat Zachor, the Sabbath of Remembrance. On that day, I spoke of the significance of remembrance inherent not only in Jewish history but in all civilized societies.  As humans, we are the only species with the ability to recall and articulate our history. Furthermore, we have the ability to predict the future and take rational and coherent action to prevent history's terrible repetitions.  For me, the Holocaust will always be the central piece of remembrance as a responsibility given to us, not only to do honor to the millions who perished, but to alert us to the dangers that lie ahead when similar malignant forces begin to manifest themselves. Although the recorded history of the Jewish people dates back over 3000 years, the Holocaust represents the darkest stain across this history. Its boundless horror inhabits our consciousness all the time.

In 1943, Polish historian Emmanuel Ringelbaum, realizing that the Germans were destroying the Polish Jewish presence, and fearing that a time would come when all traces of Jewish life would be totally forgotten, wrote to Adolph Berman, a prominent Jewish scholar, that “it was [his] sacred duty that something remain to remember them.” (Kassow 366) In the Warsaw ghetto, Ringelbaum himself founded an organization called Oyneg Shabas. His mission was to urge the inhabitants of the ghetto to record their experiences, working in secret to chronicle the lives of thousands struggling to survive and endure, suffering disease and facing daily horrors exacted upon them by an enemy determined to eliminate and destroy everything they created and represented.  These brave and battered Jews concealed documents, relics, and scraps of paper which told their stories, in milk cans and tin boxes, burying them under the ghetto, in the hope that one day they would be found and that the world would learn of their plight.  Fortunately for us, this treasure was unearthed after the war, realizing Ringelbaum’s ambitious and almost impossible hope of guaranteeing future generations this devastating yet crucial remembrance of things past.  

It is particularly horrifying to consider that almost nowhere else in human history has there been an enemy so determined to wipe out every vestige of another race upon the planet (366). The Romans left the Wailing Wall after destroying Jerusalem. Relics of Roman culture lay within the landscape of Italy following the Barbarian invasion, and in Christian Spain, the Muslim invaders turned churches into mosques. But what the Nazis tried to do with Jews and Judaism was unprecedented.  In the span of a few years, a dot on the timeline of  Jewish history, their plan was to eliminate all remnants of anything Jewish, not only the Jews themselves, but their culture, literature, music, language, and all the other gifts that they had given the world.  Yet many victims, a precious few amongst the millions, had the determination to preserve, hide, and bequeath to whoever came upon this archive some record of Jewish life and culture in the twentieth century.  Millions of Jews went to their deaths under the banner of their culture, the only weapon they had left as they marched to their deaths.

This past Yom Hashoah, I attended an event entitled “Orphans of the Holocaust” at Yale University, presented by two women from the Kindertransport, one of whom was the indomitable Dr. Ruth Westheimer, who was sent to Switzerland, never to see her parents again. After sharing their histories, these noble women stressed that the third generation post WW-II, now engulfed in the forces and concerns of today’s world, could easily gloss over the importance and messages of the Holocaust. They also spoke of the resilience of these “Orphans”, who were ripped from their homes, not knowing what would become of them or their families, yet remained determined to survive. (Westheimer & Wessel).

Thus, as ethnic cleansing and genocidal impulses still prevail across the globe, the lessons of the Holocaust must speak to everyone in our dangerous world of today. As part of this third generation, about to embark upon my college years, I urge my fellow students for a commitment not only to remembrance, but to maintain knowledge and awareness of the world’s shortcomings and evils. If students teach themselves to recognize the danger of fanatic ideologies, to combat the attempts of many to implement such ideologies, then society will have a potent weapon against future chaos and uncertainty. The future must be informed by the events of the past. As we strive to achieve an end to discrimination, prejudice, and violence, we must seek not only to be informed about the Holocaust, but to understand why it happened. The relics from the Ghetto are, as such, a record of those who cared passionately that we do so.

From the ghetto, Ringelbaum wrote: “We have to regard ourselves as participants in a universal attempt to construct a solid structure of objective documentation that will work for the good of mankind.  Let us hope that the bricks and cement of our experience and our understanding will be able to provide a foundation." (Kassow 387) Thus for me it was a profound realization of the continuity and the foundation that courageous entities like Oyneg Shabas built for me, that as I stood before a hushed Yom Kippur congregation in 2008, I was able to play the Kol Nidre on a centuries-old violin with the knowledge that this sacred melody was echoing back through our darkest times, a mournful dirge wafting through the empty corridors of the camps, fulfilling our sacred duty to remember. 
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