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3
            Prelude: In the Shade of the Oak

         

         The wooded slopes of the Ettersberg stand in the center of Germany, a few miles north of Weimar. Beginning in the eighteenth century, the area served as the playground of dukes, who went there for hunting, and later as the preserve of poets, who traversed its rugged hills while contemplating the wonders of nature. No less an eminence than Goethe, the greatest of all German poets, traveled often to the forests of the Ettersberg, and over the years he grew particularly fond of one large oak tree near a clearing with expansive views of the countryside. On a bright autumn morning in 1827,1 a banquet-like breakfast was laid out in the shade of this grand oak. Leaning back against its regal trunk, Goethe feasted on roast partridges, drank wine from a gold cup, and gazed out at the rolling landscape. “Here,” he declared, “a person feels great and free … the way he should always be.”2

         After Goethe’s death, as a cult of reverence formed around him as the standard-bearer of both German genius and European humanism, the legend of his favorite local tree evidently survived—all the way down to one summer day more than a century later. That day in 1937,3 a group of prisoners was led into the same high forests of the Ettersberg, stopping at a limestone ridge just six miles north of Weimar. Under harsh conditions and with minimal equipment, these men cleared away the trees to make room for a concentration camp.

         As the prisoners labored day after day, building their own future prison, their guards identified one particular oak that would not be felled. This oak, it was determined,4 must be the mythic Goethe’s oak. 4And so the anointed tree was left standing, and in the years that followed, the concentration camp of Buchenwald rose up around it on all sides.
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         To the Nazis5 who created Buchenwald, Goethe’s oak represented a tangible link to German history at its most illustrious, a history that proved the German people’s cultural superiority while pointing toward the thousand-year empire of their dreams. To the inmates of Buchenwald,6 the tree took on different meanings, as an incongruous vestige of the older Germany, a potent reminder of European culture’s utopian promise, and a silent witness to unspeakable crime. Over the course of the next seven years, the men and women in the surrounding camp were enslaved, murdered, and worked to death. Some of Hitler’s victims, according to one account,7 were hanged from the branches of Goethe’s tree. The oak itself eventually stopped producing leaves. In one photograph taken by a prisoner with a stolen camera, its branches appear bare and skeletal, reaching up into the empty sky.

         Some prisoners linked the tree’s fate with that of Nazi Germany, which by the summer of 1944 was careening toward its own downfall. At approximately noon on August 24, 1944, 129 American aircraft converged over the camp and rained down their fury, dropping one thousand bombs and incendiaries and successfully destroying a munitions factory attached to the Buchenwald complex. That factory 5had been8 their prime target, but there were additional casualties: one hundred SS men, nearly four hundred camp inmates—and the old oak tree, which had been scorched by flames. The camp leadership had it felled and sawed for firewood, but one resourceful inmate named Bruno Apitz—a Communist prisoner who had survived in the camp since the year it opened—managed to smuggle back to his barracks an entire block of the tree’s heartwood. With his fellow prisoners standing guard,9 Apitz risked his life to carve from the wood a bas-relief in the form of a death mask. He called it Das letzte Gesicht (The Last Face).

         
            [image: ]

         

         This simple, rough-hewn sculpture—later smuggled from the camp and now owned by the German Historical Museum—individualizes the enormity of Nazi violence through the prism of a single face. It can be thought of as among the early memorials to the Second World War and to the events that, years later, would be called the Shoah or the Holocaust. The grief that lines this last face is grief for all that died at Buchenwald: for the inmates but also perhaps for what the oak represented—that is, the grand European promise of a high culture of poetry, music, and literature, and the very idea of a humanism that might one day unite all people as equals.

         While Apitz was at work, chisel in hand, another memorial inspired by the heartwood of German culture was taking shape some three hundred miles away. In Richard Strauss’s villa in the mountain-ringed town of Garmisch, the eighty-year-old composer wrote out two short poems by Goethe, the first one opening with the lines “Niemand wird sich selber kennen, / Sich von seinem Selbst-Ich trennen” (No one will ever know himself / Separate himself from his inner being). The second poem begins “What happens in the world / No one actually understands.” These reflections on the limits of self-knowledge must have resonated with Strauss, a composer who had spectacularly failed to understand his own actions and the world in which he found himself in 1933. During the years of the Third Reich, he had severely misjudged his 6surroundings, remained in Germany, and forever tainted his reputation by working with the Nazis in the area of cultural policy. He also witnessed the suffering of his Jewish family members (which included his daughter-in-law and his grandchildren) and the wartime destruction of his true spiritual homes, the opera houses of Munich, Dresden, and Vienna.

         Now, in August 1944, the world-weary Strauss began work on a choral setting of the first of the Goethe poems,10 but never completed it. Instead, he swept the musical ideas, which still bore the ghosted impressions of Goethe’s language, into a new composition—a spiraling work of mournful grandeur titled Metamorphosen. It would become an elegy to German culture, a death mask in sound, and one of Strauss’s most moving musical utterances, speaking forcefully to the emotions while sealing its secrets behind the music’s veil of wordless beauty. On the score’s final page, Strauss inlaid a quotation from the funeral march of Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony, and below it he inscribed a single lapidary phrase: “IN MEMORIAM!”

         Unlike the artist of the sculpture carved at Buchenwald, however, Strauss did not specify what precisely his music was attempting to remember. To this day, whenever the piece is performed, the question reappears. It is no longer his to answer.

         
            *

         

         From Hiroshima, to Nanjing, to Pearl Harbor, to the killing fields of the eastern front, the Second World War was a global catastrophe—and a tear in the fabric of humanity. Somewhere near the center of this darkness was the Holocaust itself, an event that continues to haunt Western society’s historical memory just as experiences of trauma may haunt individual memory.11 It has been likened to an earthquake that shattered all the instruments designed to record it.12

         One of those instruments was art, and in the postwar years it lay shattered too. Theodor Adorno, the German-Jewish philosopher, critic, and musical sage, famously pronounced that to write poetry after Auschwitz would be barbaric.13 Yet Adorno returned many times to the question of art in the wake of atrocity, ultimately revising his opinion to honor art’s powers of witness. In 1962 he wrote, “The concept of a resurrection of culture after Auschwitz is illusory and senseless, and 7for that reason every work of art that does come into being is forced to pay a bitter price.14 But because the world has outlived its own demise, it needs art as its unconscious chronicle.”

         The role of music in particular as an “unconscious chronicle”—as a witness to history and as a carrier of memory for a post-Holocaust world—is the subject of this book.

         It is a book of stories, of sounds, and of places. The principal dramatis personae are four towering twentieth-century composers: Arnold Schoenberg, Richard Strauss, Benjamin Britten, and Dmitri Shostakovich. During the war years, they stood at four very different windows looking out onto the same catastrophe. Each responded to the rupture through intensely charged memorials in sound—pieces that, especially when considered alongside the remarkable history surrounding their creation and reception, endure as some of the defining ethical and aesthetic statements of the twentieth century. Among them are Schoenberg’s Survivor from Warsaw, Strauss’s Metamorphosen, Shostakovich’s “Babi Yar” Symphony, and Britten’s War Requiem. This book attempts to open up new perspectives on the wartime past through these particular works of music, through the lives of their creators, and through individual moments in music’s social and cultural history.

         I approach these memorial works on their own terms, but also in a broader sense as spaces of encounter,15 shifting constellations of sound and meaning that reach across time. Their histories are linked to some of the century’s darkest moments of war, genocide, exile, and cultural destruction. But their prehistories, which this book will explore, open onto worlds of possibility, fantasies of emancipation, genealogies of hope. Think of the winged hosannas of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, or the cosmos-embracing euphoria of Mahler’s Eighth Symphony. Only after grasping something of the unbounded optimism crystallized in these great musical statements—the dreams and prayers of music’s long nineteenth century—can we properly attempt to fathom music’s postwar requiems of profoundest mourning. This book seeks to reinscribe all of these musical works with some of the histories, lives, and landscapes they are capable of illuminating. My hope is that these stories—moments drawn from the cultural history and memory of music—will then become part of what we come to hear in the works themselves. In this sense, music can preserve for the future an 8extraordinary gateway to the past, and I believe it does so differently than other art forms.

         Ever since the mythical poet Orpheus retrieved his beloved Eurydice from the underworld through the magical power of his song, music has been summoning souls,16 bridging time, and raising the dead. In his Complete Dictionary of Music of 1768, the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau attested to these “greatest effects of sounds on the human heart.” To demonstrate the sheer potency of certain sounds, he offered the example of a Swiss folk tune, a “Ranz des Vaches” melody so beloved by the Swiss people that, according to Rousseau, it was forbidden “under pain of death”17 to play this tune for Swiss soldiers on assignment far from home. Why? Because “so great a desire did [the music] excite in them of returning to their country” that upon hearing it, the soldiers were known to “burst into tears, desert or die.” Rousseau’s account may sound exaggerated, but music’s ability to trigger flights of memory is a phenomenon many people still experience: think, for instance, of the song that pops up on the car radio and, like Proust’s madeleine, instantly calls to mind a moment or experience that took place years or even decades earlier.

         Yet it is not just we who remember music. Music also remembers us. Music reflects the individuals and the societies that create it, capturing something essential about the era of its birth. When a composer in 1823 consciously or unconsciously distills worlds of thought, fantasy, and emotion into a series of notes on a page, and then we hear those same notes realized in a performance more than a century later, we are hearing the past literally speaking in the present. In this sense, music can fleetingly reorder the past, bring closer that which is distant, and confound the one-way linearity of time. In these very ways, music shares a profound affinity with memory itself. For memory by definition also challenges the pastness of the past and the objective distance of history; it also reorders time and flouts the forward march of the years. An event seared in memory from decades ago may haunt the mind with a power far greater than events that took place only yesterday. Indeed, while Mnemosyne, the Greek goddess of memory, was said to be mother of all the Muses, this book contends that one daughter was the first among equals. Memory resonates with the cadences, the revelations, the opacities, and the poignancies of music.

         9Those very resonances, sensed over time, also have a way of exposing a certain void in the present. We have at our fingertips today more terabytes of information about the past than ever before, and it is almost surreally effortless to access. Without leaving one’s sofa, anyone with an internet connection can sift through the contents of the Cairo Geniza or tour the ruins of Pompeii. Yet as the streams of data multiply, and our access to that data becomes ever faster and more convenient, something else appears to be on the wane: our ability to experience an authentic connection to the past, to view our own world as its inheritor, to practice active remembrance or commemoration. As the philosopher Hans Meyerhoff once observed, “Previous generations knew much less about the past than we do,18 but perhaps felt a much greater sense of identity and continuity with it.” This book has therefore been inspired by two questions. First, at this late date, and on this side of the moral and existential rupture represented by Auschwitz, in a world addled by all manner of digital distractions, at a time when knowledge of history has been replaced by information about history, how might we still come to know, honor, commemorate, feel a connection to, or most simply live with the presence of the past?

         The second question is very much related. In a world in which works of art and music are often either marginalized or placed on pedestals, how might we return these works to history, not for their sake but for ours, so that they may become, among other things, a prism through which we “remember” what was lost; a gateway to empathy for those who came before; a means of excavating, recovering, and in some small way redeeming older hopes and prayers, the Enlightenment dreams that are no less precious for having been buried in the rubble? More than shedding new light on any particular musical score or any single moment in history, this book hopes to deepen these questions, to animate them from within, and to enact, to embody, one listener’s search for answers.

         
            *

         

         Arnold Schoenberg’s Survivor from Warsaw was among the very first significant pieces to memorialize the attempted extermination of European Jewry. Composed in Los Angeles in 1947, this work predates not only the broader public understanding of the events we 10identify today as the Holocaust or the Shoah but also any established conventions about how such an event should be represented in art. In a particularly bold statement, however, Schoenberg addressed the matter head-on by staging, within his memorial, an act of recollection. His work features a narrator, the “survivor” of its title, who confesses he cannot remember everything yet proceeds to baldly recount what was, for its time, a shocking scene from an extermination camp: the camp’s prisoners are awoken with a reveille; a German sergeant orders them to assemble, beats them viciously, and demands they count off for the gas chamber. The narrator’s sharply etched words pierce the surface of the churning orchestra, which seems to remember everything the narrator himself has forgotten. We hear the shards of a trumpet fanfare, a military drumroll, strings that enter forcefully, then trail off in disorientation. The counting of the prisoners builds to a kind of wild stampede until, suddenly, the piece reaches beyond the spoken narration to claim the mythic mantle of song: a male chorus enters and defiantly sings Judaism’s central prayer, the Shema Yisrael. “Hear, O Israel,19 the Lord our God, the Lord is One.” This prayer is traditionally recited every morning and night, yet it has also served as the final words uttered by the faithful before death. The piece ends with a huge orchestral crash, leaving the prisoners’ fate darkly foreshadowed yet ultimately unknown.

         For Adorno,20 A Survivor from Warsaw was the great exemplar of postwar memorial music—a score akin to Picasso’s Guernica—because it forced the barbarism of the Holocaust directly into the frame of the work of art itself. In his view, it was precisely the music’s incorporation of horror and suffering—and its rejection of false consolation—that made this work of art “true” and, from the time of its first encounter with audiences, ferocious in its power. After years of Schoenberg’s often thorny music eliciting responses of apprehension or outright disdain, suddenly, with A Survivor from Warsaw, the jarring dissonances of the composer’s high-modernist style made sense to a wider audience. What’s more, not only was this work newly legible, but new tropes of meaning were now retrospectively conferred on Schoenberg’s art as a whole. All along, it was now argued, the musical dissonances formerly dismissed as noise had in fact been like X-rays revealing the profound social dissonance lying beneath the surface, the violent 11impulses latent in modern society itself. The Holocaust had laid bare these murderous contradictions for all to see, and now, as Adorno put it, Schoenberg’s music had finally met the world it had always prophesied. In a similar spirit,21 the composer Luigi Nono hailed Schoenberg’s piece as “the musical aesthetic manifesto of our epoch.”22 The conductor Robert Craft called its ending “one of the most moving moments of twentieth-century music.”23

         Perhaps not surprisingly, over the years A Survivor from Warsaw has also been a lightning rod for controversy. At first, its shocking nature was deemed inappropriate for early postwar audiences; later, its music was derided as kitsch and its entire artistic worth contested.24 Yet regardless of where A Survivor from Warsaw ranks as a work of art, the score also stands as a profound work of memory, a deeply personal memorial in sound. The story of its creation illuminates Schoenberg’s own enigmatic identity while also linking Europe and America, Judaism and German culture, the early idealism of modernism’s founding vision and the darkness of its wartime exile. And the story of the piece’s 1948 world premiere in a university gymnasium in Albuquerque, New Mexico, with a participating chorus of cowboys—one of the strangest premieres in all of music history—sheds fascinating light on the history of Holocaust commemoration in the United States and beyond. Before a single stone monument to the Holocaust had been built anywhere in the United States, Schoenberg’s music became the sound of public memory. What did its first listeners make of it? How did its meaning shift over time? The piece in fact catalyzed new ethical questions: Was it possible to place the victims at the center of a work of memorial art without somehow violating their memory by aestheticizing their deaths? Should genocide really be the stuff of a night out at Carnegie Hall?

         In exploring these questions and searching for the elusive truths disclosed by these memorials in sound, this book moves beyond what, in a narrow sense, their composers “meant to say.” It proceeds from the premise that works of music can accumulate layers of meaning over time, through the history of their performances but also through the other texts, other lives, and other stories they illuminate. So while this is a book about the music of memory, it also necessarily becomes a book about the memory of music and the deeper social memory of art—its 12ability to recall the catastrophes of war but also the optimistic promise and gleam of earlier eras, or what the critic Walter Benjamin called, with touching simplicity, “hope in the past.” This book in fact draws inspiration from Benjamin’s vision of the true purpose of history: to sort through the rubble of earlier eras in order to recover these buried shards of unrealized hope, to reclaim them, to redeem them. They are, as he saw it, nothing more or less than the moral and spiritual building blocks of an alternate future.

         
            *

         

         Of course, the era of the Second World War and the Holocaust is hardly terra incognita. The literature on these events is vast enough to fill entire libraries. But what does it mean to have so much information silently accumulated on shelves? The survivor Jean Améry once bitterly attacked his own era’s tendency to publish books on the horrors of the Shoah in order to forget those horrors with a clean conscience, to relegate a shocking and morally unassimilable past to “the cold storage of history.”25 This book, however, contends that the art of music possesses a unique and often underappreciated power to burn through history’s cold storage. Its power may originate in the visceral immediacy of sound itself: sound surrounds us, penetrates our bodies, vibrates within us. Listening to a song, the critic John Berger once wrote, “we find ourselves inside a message.”26 But music’s potency as a medium of cultural memory also flows from its mysterious capacity to bridge intellect and emotion; its ability to short-circuit the centuries by yoking “then” and “now” within a single performance; and its haunting way of expressing deep yet untranslatable truths that lie beyond the province of language. Thomas Mann called this last quality the “spoken unspokenness”27 that belongs to music alone. Searching for the unspoken messages of these musical works, and reflecting on how music as such carries forward these messages, is a primary task of this book.

         Along the way, it may be natural to wonder if the meaning—the memory—is in the music or does it reside in us, the listeners? The pages ahead suggest it is located in the relationship between the two. The composers had their own intentions in creating these scores. But even if we could know those intentions fully, they would in no way 13exhaust the music’s range of contemporary meanings. Once a work enters the world, it becomes like a palimpsest, those medieval writing tablets on which each performance, each musician, each listener, inscribes another layer of text, another layer of significance. Over time, great works of music themselves become like vast archives of public memory.

         As any historian will confess, however, the same archive can be used to tell many different stories about the past, and so can any individual work of music. These accounts therefore add up to what is in some ways a very personal book. I am not attempting to deduce or assign new fixed or universal meanings for this music. Nor do I offer a comprehensive history of the musical memorialization of the Second World War, or a wide survey of musical responses to the Holocaust. Instead, this book summons the remarkable lives of four composers central to the mainstream repertoire of Western classical music and follows their paths through the darkness at the heart of the twentieth century. The war-haunted memorials each of them created are extraordinary on their own terms, but also for the considerable light they still cast, one that simultaneously shines backward into the past, forward toward our own era, and sideways to give us flashes of the worlds into which the music was born. This book attempts to discover where that light has fallen, to recover, to recollect and to re-collect, some of the lives and legacies, the losses and the moments of hope that these works are capable of illuminating.

         These tasks have been approached with the ears of a critic and the tools of a historian. I have also journeyed to many of the sites central to the history and the music described in these pages. These include the location of the Babi Yar massacre outside Kyiv, the ruins of Coventry Cathedral, Strauss’s stately Landhaus in southern Bavaria, and the deeply furrowed, weather-beaten stump of Goethe’s oak inside the gates of Buchenwald. The music may no longer be in these places, but these places are forever in the music. Unearthing the layers of the past requires, in the words of the scholar and artist Svetlana Boym, “a dual archeology of memory and of place.”28

         This book’s excavation will also draw from acts of literary witness, the testimony of writers whose own lives were riven—and sometimes ended—by the murderous contradictions of the world they sought 14to describe. Theodor Adorno was forced into exile. Walter Benjamin took his own life while trying to flee Nazi-occupied Europe, as did the writer Stefan Zweig while living as an exile in Brazil. The Russian poet Anna Akhmatova suffered through war and revolution. The novelist Vasily Grossman died with his crowning masterwork unpublished and, as he put it, under permanent “arrest” by the KGB. The sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, who invented the entire concept of collective memory, perished at Buchenwald.

         One later German writer from whose work I have drawn particularly deep inspiration is W. G. Sebald (1944–2001). Through his novels Austerlitz, The Emigrants, and The Rings of Saturn, Sebald distinguished himself as the German postwar generation’s great poet of memory and a master guide to the ways in which landscape, art, and architecture can serve as portals to the past. The Holocaust, exile, colonialism, and the history of human-engineered destruction are ubiquitous themes in his work, but their memory is filtered through Sebald’s own elliptical prose as if through a series of scrims, so that the once-blinding light of these catastrophes can be perceived only as a diffuse glow. And while Sebald rarely wrote about music, his approach to the ever-vanishing remnants of the past, the traces of earlier loss, resonates deeply with music’s own ghostly play of presence and absence, its fleeting moments of contact with another era’s wordless truths.

         As anyone acquainted with Sebald’s work will note, I have also been inspired by his convention of embedding uncaptioned photographs within the body of the text. In his books, these embedded images deepen and poetically inflect the melancholy spell cast by his prose. In this book, they serve a far more humble purpose as a kind of counterpoint of visual memory that I hope will nonetheless contribute, from its own oblique angle, to the reader’s experience. When glancing back at the past, Sebald has written, “we are always looking and looking away.”29

         This is not the standard approach to these subjects. Typically history is written without much regard for music, and music is often heard as residing outside history. This book instead asks what might happen when we peer at each through the prism of the other—that is, when sounds are entwined with stories and we listen to the past through music’s ears.30 I have taken this approach not for the sake of “filling in 15some gaps” but in the hope of illuminating and activating the possibilities that open when we attempt to hear music as culture’s memory. And because these goals are fundamentally generative, because they relate to how we live today and how we experience art in the here and now, I do not consider this book primarily a work of elegy. Instead, among many other things, it becomes an experiment in the reciprocal enchantment of music and history. That experiment will have succeeded only if each one becomes fuller, and more luminous, in the presence of the other.

         
            *

         

         It is an experiment that arrives at a particular cultural and historical moment. More than seventy-five years after the end of the war, the last generation that lived through the era directly and remains capable of telling its own stories is rapidly disappearing. Soon our contact with those works of art that outlived their times will be among the few ways left to encounter this increasingly distant past, to grapple with its legacies, to find new ways of living with its ghosts.31 In this context, these musical works may be seen as vital repositories of cultural memory, objects in which the living past still resides. They become, borrowing an image from the French historian Pierre Nora, “like shells on the shore when the sea of living memory has receded.”32

         Ultimately, it is my hope that this present collection of shells and sounds and stories can gesture toward new ways of knowing the past, new ways of hearing history. This is not a passive process on the part of the listener, or as the composer Paul Hindemith once observed, “music … remains meaningless noise unless it touches a receiving mind.”33 In this sense, this book is also implicitly an argument for what I call deep listening—that is, listening with an understanding of music as time’s echo. Deep listening is to the memory of music what a performance is to a score: Without a musician to realize a score, it is nothing but a collection of lines and dots lying mute on a page. Similarly, without deep listening there is no memory in music’s history. Instead, we have the disconnected sounds of a Schubert symphony streaming into an empty room. We have “classics for relaxing.” Without deep listening, the voices of the past are whispering into the void.

         Music does have its own special way of enunciating those voices, 16and what is memory if not the enactment of the presence of the past? Central to this book, however, is also the conviction that memory’s gaze should not remain exclusively retrospective. What we choose to remember is also what we preserve, and what we preserve can be built upon. In this sense, every memorial also points forward. The poet Friedrich Schlegel once famously noted that “the historian is a prophet facing backwards.”34 In these same terms, the memorialist is a historian, angled toward the future.

         Not to be lost in these journeys at the intersection of sound and memory is the crucial fact that the Second World War and the Holocaust were inextricably linked yet also critically distinct events. While they overlapped in time and space, the former was a worldwide geopolitical conflict, the latter a moral, ideological, existential cataclysm that played out mostly on the continent of Europe. While the war was waged with brutal modern-day technologies and a newly savage disregard for the distinctions between soldiers and civilians, it was still fundamentally a contest of nations over power and territory in the tradition of earlier wars. The Holocaust, by contrast, entailed the branding of specific groups of human beings as categorically less than human, followed by their systematic extermination—not as a means to an end, but as an end in itself. It was a rupture, the philosopher Jürgen Habermas has stated, not only in history but in “the deep layer of solidarity among all who wear a human face.”35 The music of memory also reflects these overlaps and distinctions.

         In the postwar decades, each country told the story of these catastrophic times differently and, in so doing, shaped the vision of national memory to suit the postwar needs of the state. The Soviet Union, for instance, trumpeted its own military victory over fascism and the collective sacrifice of the Soviet nation as a whole. This narrative, however, left no place for recognizing the specific targeting and annihilation of the country’s Jews. In fact, as the country honored the memory of the Second World War, it attempted to erase the memory of the Holocaust—not only minor or peripheral events, but in toto. The most notorious Nazi massacre on Soviet soil took place at Babi Yar,36 a ravine on the outskirts of Kyiv, where more than thirty-three thousand Jews were singled out and murdered over two days in September 1941. After the war, the Soviet regime worked with brutal resolve to 17suppress any memory of these killings. Dmitri Shostakovich’s “Babi Yar” Symphony, which premiered in 1962, was a shattering response to this policy of forced amnesia. It also exposed the deeply disfiguring effect of a society honoring one tragedy while erasing another.

         In the U.K., the First World War loomed as the country’s great national trauma, one that still haunted the cultural imagination through the 1960s. Remembrance of the Great War, as it was called, largely overshadowed the commemoration of the Second World War. To the extent that the latter was recalled, it was done so in a way that often minimized the Holocaust while celebrating British resolve and stoicism during the notorious Blitz, the German bombing of British cities beginning in September 1940. In the popular imagination, the Blitz affected London first and foremost. Far less frequently recalled is the carpet bombing of the city of Coventry, which on the night of November 14, 1940, was ravaged by German bombers in an operation code-named Moonlight Sonata, after Beethoven’s beloved piano work. Reduced to smoldering ruins the following morning was the city’s prized fourteenth-century Gothic cathedral. By 1962, construction work was completed on a new cathedral for Coventry, ingeniously designed to incorporate the preserved ruins of its predecessor. For a festival marking the new church’s consecration, Benjamin Britten, as the country’s most celebrated composer, was commissioned to write a major work. He responded with his War Requiem, at once a harrowing tribute to the British war experience and a pacifist’s plea for a future without war. Yet the work’s moving universalist message nonetheless conceals as much as it reveals.

         One listener who penetrated to the depths of Britten’s music was Shostakovich. While Strauss and Schoenberg were bound together through their creation of modern German culture, Britten and Shostakovich were also profoundly linked in their lives and in their art. Both perceived themselves as outsiders while occupying powerful positions at the epicenter of their respective national musical cultures. During the 1960s, the decade in which both men were creating their major musical memorials, Shostakovich wrote touchingly open letters to Britten, dispatches across the Iron Curtain that seemed to bind together their adjacent solitudes. Memory in the hands of these two artists becomes illuminated from within.

         18Largely in response to the War Requiem, Shostakovich created his Fourteenth Symphony, dedicating the work expressly to Britten. A chillingly beautiful symphony of songs based on poetry by Rilke, Lorca, Apollinaire, and others, the Fourteenth strips war and human conflict down to their most essential—the intimacy of living and dying—and sets these truths against the immortality of art. It forms the last of this book’s journeys through the sounds and silences of memory.

         
            *

         

         In his writing on Holocaust memorials, the scholar James Young offers a striking account of the creation of an invisible monument.37 It was conceived by the German-born conceptual artist Jochen Gerz and installed in 1991 in the German city of Saarbrücken. The chosen site was a large cobblestoned square in front of a municipal building that, during the Third Reich, had housed the local Gestapo headquarters. For this most audacious of projects, Gerz recruited teams of students to enter the square at night and secretly chisel out dozens of cobblestones, replacing them temporarily with other stones as placeholders. The group then took the original cobblestones and, in the privacy of a workshop, engraved them with the names and locations of more than two thousand Jewish cemeteries in Germany that had been destroyed or abandoned during the Third Reich. After the teams had completed their inscriptions, the stones were restored just as secretly to their original places in the public square.

         
            [image: ]

         

         And here is where Gerz’s memorial made its conceptual leap: when his teams quietly reinstalled the stones, they placed the inscribed side 19of each stone facing down, rendering the inscriptions themselves completely invisible. As news of this clandestine memory action began to spread, city residents came out to the square in droves, searching indignantly for the defiled public property—and finding nothing but themselves. “This would be an interior memorial,”38 Young writes. “As the only standing forms in the square, the visitors would become the memorials for which they searched.”

         Drawing inspiration from Gerz’s treatment of the public spaces of memory, we may imagine the musical past as its own vast square of cobblestones. In the pages ahead, we will chisel free a number of stones, examine them on their own terms yet also inscribe them anew, and then restore them to their original places. The music’s sounding surfaces of course remain the same, but it is my hope that with the knowledge of what lies beneath, we may yet come to hear them differently—both the works themselves and the fleeting moments from a culture’s memory that resonate between their notes.20
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            Chapter One

            Emancipating Music

         

         
            True, for successful excavations a plan is needed.1 Yet no less indispensable is the cautious probing of the spade in the dark loam, and it is to cheat oneself of the richest prize to preserve as a record merely the inventory of one’s discoveries, and not this dark joy of the place of the finding, as well. Fruitless searching is as much a part of this as succeeding, and consequently remembrance must not proceed in the manner of a narrative or still less that of report, but must, in the strictest epic and rhapsodic manner, assay its spade in ever-new places, and in the old ones, delve to ever-deeper layers.

            —Walter Benjamin, “Berlin Chronicle”

            
                

            

            Even stories with a sorry ending have their moments of glory,2 great and small, and it is proper to view these moments, not in the light of their ending, but in their own light: their reality is no less powerful than the reality of their ending.

            —Thomas Mann, Joseph and His Brothers
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         It is the hiss and crackle of the old recording that first reaches the ear. Then the sound of a string orchestra rumbling to life. Johann Sebastian Bach conceived the music now surging through my headphones—the Concerto for Two Violins in D Minor, better known as “the Bach Double”—about three hundred years ago. With today’s technologies, 24we can summon the sounds of Bach’s vanished world with a few taps on a glass screen, but this wizardly means of playback, rendered banal by habit, forms only the final link in a larger chain of mysteries stemming from a simple yet miraculous fact: that a work of music as a portable archive of emotion and meaning, history and memory, can travel intact through the centuries.

         This recording was made by a group of musicians in Vienna on May 29, 1929.3 The hisses and pops are, technically speaking, the product of dust in record grooves, but we may also think of them as, in the poet Osip Mandelstam’s phrase, “the noise of time,” the registration of the great temporal distance this music has crossed to reach us today, like the light from a distant star.4

         After the orchestral introduction, the two soloists enter in succession with lines marked by vaulting ten-note leaps; they play with fervor yet also a certain patrician elegance and a honeyed sweetness of tone. In the piece’s lilting slow movement, they trade long-arching phrases in a dialogue of wistfulness and aching beauty. Yet heart and mind can also be at odds in such moments, and it is natural to wonder how much of that ache comes from Bach, or from the performers themselves, and how much comes from us? We tend to hear prewar recordings like this one through ears informed by our knowledge of the catastrophe that lay ahead. This can lend the music an extra sense of pathos, like an old photograph of a loved one unaware of a future we know she has in store. Yet when we listen closely to this particular performance, the music sheds some of its weight. These two soloists, in fact, are not overindulging in the music’s native wistfulness. Their phrases lean forward, not back. They are in fact a father and daughter—Arnold and Alma Rosé—and in 1929 they have scant cause for wistfulness. The conductor is Alma’s brother, Alfred Rosé. Their names are almost forgotten today beyond a small circle of devotees. Yet they are worth recalling, as is the history of promise that gathers behind these notes.

         Arnold Rosé (originally Rosenblum)5 was born into a Jewish family in eastern Romania in 1863. Four years later, in 1867, a new constitution lifted many legal restrictions on the empire’s Jews, and the Rosé family migrated west to Vienna, where young Arnold’s rise into the city’s musical firmament was astonishingly swift. By age seventeen, he had been named to a leadership position in the orchestra of the 25Vienna Court Opera, and he went on to become the revered concertmaster of the Vienna Philharmonic, a chair he held for more than five decades. Lauded by kings and emperors, he embodied musical Vienna with incomparable dignity, dressing often in a cape and riding to performances at the opera in a court carriage. As a young man, he married into musical royalty by wedding Justine Mahler, the sister of the composer and conductor Gustav Mahler.
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         While presiding at the Philharmonic, Rosé also earned renown across Europe as the founder of the Rosé String Quartet, the most celebrated chamber ensemble of the era. With his supreme musical integrity, the group set new standards in the field and was entrusted with premieres by luminaries of the era, including Brahms, whose works they performed with the composer himself at the piano. In the first decade of the twentieth century, Rosé, at Mahler’s urging, also gave landmark performances of radical new works by the audacious young composer Arnold Schoenberg.6 The two Arnolds had more than Mahler’s respect in common.

         Born in 1874 as the son of a Jewish shoe shop owner in Vienna, Arnold Schoenberg also came of age across the heady decades in which the neue Zeit, the golden age of Austrian liberalism, was breathing its last. Given his commitment to the aesthetic of the avant-garde, Schoenberg’s path to the forefront of German culture would be more tortuous than Rosé’s yet no less dazzling. He boldly fashioned himself as a prophet of music’s future, leading the art form into its own atonal promised land, and he would do so not as a Jew but as a German, a 26convert to Protestantism, and a fierce defender of all things Teutonic. Accordingly, when he later made his most brilliant theoretical discovery in 1921—the twelve-tone technique of composition—he proudly declared it would ensure the future of German music for a century to come.

         Rosé and Schoenberg. The two Arnolds, each in his own way, perfectly embodied a particular nineteenth-century Jewish dream: that of emancipation through culture. Crucially, it was a dream made tangible through a belief in Bildung, an elusive German word for which there is no perfect equivalent in English. Bildung signifies the ideal of personal ennoblement through humanistic education,7 a faith in the ability of literature, music, philosophy, and poetry to renovate the self, to shape one’s moral sensibilities, and to guide one toward a life of aesthetic grace. The miracle of Bildung for the families of the two Arnolds—and countless other Jews lucky enough to be alive as the medieval legal restrictions slowly fell away—was that, theoretically at least, anyone could embrace these ideals of personal transformation on the wings of culture. The life of dignity implicitly promised by Bildung was open to all, regardless of one’s origins (that is, of course, as long as you were male). To trace the thrilling invention of this particular dream, followed by its painful eclipse, it is necessary to begin with music’s role in emancipating German Jews—and the Jewish role in returning the favor, by emancipating German music.

         
            *

         

         In their journey from the ghettos to the urban middle class, many German-speaking Jews of central Europe pursued the Bildung ideal as a kind of surrogate religion, complete with a new set of prophets and sacred books. Some families changed their surnames to Schiller,8 in honor of the great German poet, and it was commonplace for young Jewish boys to be presented with sets of Goethe’s writing on their Bar Mitzvah, as if the knowledge contained within each volume might ever so slightly lighten the burdens of a persecuted past.

         Hindsight has made it tempting to cast a skeptical or even scornful eye on the zeal with which so many Jews placed their faith in the liberating powers of German high culture. Such faith, the argument goes, was misguided—a painful delusion and one with ultimately 27catastrophic consequences. The most iconically sweeping dismissal of this notion of a symbiosis between Jews and German culture came from the great Israeli scholar of mysticism Gershom Scholem, himself a German Jew born in Berlin. After the war, responding to an invitation to contribute to a volume on German-Jewish dialogue, he wrote, “I deny that there has ever been such a German-Jewish dialogue in any genuine sense whatsoever…. It takes two to have a dialogue,9 who listen to each other…. This dialogue died at its very start and never took place.”

         Scholem’s vehemence was understandable; he was speaking about a relationship whose dissolution he witnessed firsthand. Perhaps he had in mind the case of his friend Walter Benjamin, the stratospherically gifted German-Jewish critic whose strangely luminous prose had penetrated like an X-ray through European history and culture. After the Nazis came to power, Benjamin had been hounded across Europe before ultimately taking his own life in 1940 on the border between France and Spain. In his, as in so many cases, the tragedy of the ending had a way of seeping back to color the entire story.

         Historians these days take a longer view, and often caution against so-called backshadowing, our persistent habit of viewing the past exclusively through the prism of what came afterward. Benjamin’s body of work—or even that of Scholem, as has been pointed out with all due irony—can in fact be seen as the ultimate embodiment of this supposedly nonexistent German-Jewish dialogue in all of its splendor. To dismiss this fact because of how Benjamin’s life ended, or to apply an analogous judgment to the countless others who believed in the dream of Bildung, is to view two hundred years of German-Jewish modernity through the obliterating lens of Auschwitz. Such a perspective fails to honor the complexity, the lived experience, the dreams, and the actual attainments achieved across the many decades of Jewish life in central Europe. Instead, the figures in this sweeping drama become mere pawns in a pre-scripted story, trapped within a lockstep march toward the abyss.

         Yet for those living at the time, the omens on the horizon pointed in multiple directions. As the historian Peter Gay has aptly put it, the Third Reich was connected to the German past, but it was only one of the many fruits the German tree was capable of bearing.10 Other 28fruits of this tree are represented in the stories of the two Arnolds to which we will return. Schoenberg himself, in an essay written after leaving Europe in 1933, seems to anticipate posterity’s skepticism—and request its empathy—as he looked back over his own youthful decades. “Every young Jew has to keep in mind how we Jews of the nineteenth century thought our lives would pan out,”11 he wrote. “Then he will know what to make of [that life’s path].”

         
            *

         

         Encounters between cultures, too, have their myths of origin. This one begins in the fall of 1743 with a Jewish boy named Moses ben Mendel Dessau.12 Germany at the time was not a country but a loose confederation of states and principalities, each with its own ruler. In Dessau, the capital of the duchy known as Anhalt-Dessau, Moses’s father was a Torah scribe who once held the job of knocking on the doors of community members every morning to call them to prayer. As a boy, Moses had received a traditional religious education, but his teacher, Rabbi David Fränkel, had been called to take up a new position as the chief rabbi in Berlin. And so one day in 1743, young Moses set out to journey the eighty miles from the city of Dessau to Berlin. In some accounts he traveled by foot; others suggest he arrived by coach. Either way, it is possible that he was required to enter the city of Berlin at a special gate reserved for cattle, and for Jews.

         Just over one thousand Jews lived in Berlin at the time, with the legal restrictions governing every aspect of their lives, including the ability to own property and their choice of professions. But under Frederick the Great, the city had also become a hotbed of ideas that would soon be gathered under the twin headings of the German Enlightenment and the Jewish Enlightenment (in Hebrew, Haskalah). Both would prove irresistible to the young Moses from Dessau. With remarkable speed he learned German, French, English, and Latin. The medieval Torah commentaries of Maimonides became, for him, a gateway to the world of philosophy. He steeped himself in metaphysics, played chess with the playwright and Enlightenment standard-bearer Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, took keyboard lessons from a former student of Johann Sebastian Bach’s, and, in an essay contest sponsored by the Prussian Royal 29Academy of Sciences and Literature, outperformed a philosopher from Königsberg by the name of Immanuel Kant. As if to signal all of these transformations in one symbolic stroke, Moses ben Mendel changed his name to its German equivalent: Moses Mendelssohn.

         Mendelssohn’s reputation as a philosopher and metaphysician spread quickly, and in 1769 the theologian J. K. Lavater publicly challenged him to refute a recent treatise on Christianity’s superiority or else, if he could not do so, to accede to its higher truth and convert. Mendelssohn responded with his book Jerusalem, a clarion call for the separation of church and state and for the alignment of religious freedoms with natural law and the spirit of the Enlightenment. In the book’s concluding paragraphs, Mendelssohn summarized his bold plea for toleration:

         
            Rulers of the earth!13 … Reward and punish no doctrine, tempt and bribe no one to adopt any religious opinion! Let everyone be permitted to speak as he thinks, to invoke God after his own manner or that of his fathers, and to seek eternal salvation where he thinks he may find it, as long as he does not disturb public felicity and acts honestly toward the civil laws, toward you and his fellow citizens.

         

         Mendelssohn’s own salvation lay in reconciling the world of traditional Judaism with the German Enlightenment, a life’s work that extended to how he raised his own children, translating the Bible into German for his oldest son’s studies and creating influential texts for that same son’s education. His eloquent pleas for toleration were immortalized by his friend Lessing in the play Nathan the Wise, whose title character was modeled on the Jewish sage. During his own lifetime, however, those pleas remained at times painfully aspirational. In the summer of 1780, while on a walk through the streets of Berlin with his family, Mendelssohn, by then an old man, was assailed by youths throwing rocks and chanting, “Juden! Juden!”14

         Such stubbornly irrational hatred seemed to rattle him deeply, and when his own children asked why they were being chased and cursed, the great apostle of interfaith understanding had no response, instead 30muttering under his breath, “People, people, when will you stop this?” On January 4, 1786, Mendelssohn died in his home on Berlin’s Spandauer Strasse. Almost one thousand mourners converged on the nearby cemetery to pay their respects to “the German Socrates.” Shops in Berlin closed their doors for the day.

         Mendelssohn had witnessed firsthand the way centuries of religious prejudice could serve as, in his words, “a deadweight on the wings of the spirit.”15 But by the end of his lifetime there were also hopeful signs that a countervailing force was gathering strength, one capable of lofting the spirit. Just one month after Mendelssohn’s death, the second volume of a new journal called Thalia appeared, its first article taking the form of a poem by Schiller titled “An die Freude”—“Ode to Joy.” Its rhymed verses seemed to leap rhythmically off the page as the poet hailed a utopian era of reconciliation and joyful peace as personified by the Daughter of Elysium, saluting her force “whose magic binds together what custom’s sword has strictly separated.” Somewhere around 1803, probably sitting at his writing desk in Weimar—an object of furniture to which, strangely, our story will return—Schiller revised the text to make his point even more clear, inserting the words “Alle Menschen werden Brüder” (All people will become brothers). Neither Lessing nor Mendelssohn could have said it better. More than forty composers created settings of Schiller’s “Ode to Joy.”16 One of them stuck.

         The utopian vision immortalized by Schiller’s verse may have drawn its imagery from myths of golden ages past, but the poem’s sights were trained first and foremost on a glorious and, to early nineteenth-century readers, eminently graspable democratic future. Progress, however, would require turning one’s back on the older ways in matters of religion, too. At the University of Berlin, the great German philosopher Hegel began laying out a vision of Judaism as a venerable world religion whose Old Testament truths had once played a vital role but had now fulfilled their destiny. As the spirit of the world continued unfolding, these truths would now merge into those of Christianity. It would at least be a noble ending. “To merge is not to perish,”17 assured one of the philosopher’s Jewish acolytes, “[just] as a stream lives on in the ocean into which it flows.”

         31And the stream did flow swiftly. On March 21, 1816, just three decades after Moses Mendelssohn’s death, four of his grandchildren were baptized. Among them was the future composer Felix Mendelssohn, whose fame would soon outshine even that of his grandfather, and Felix’s sister, Fanny, who was also a deeply gifted musician.

         Bridging the two generations was Abraham Mendelssohn, who was only nine when his illustrious father died. For Abraham, the Hegelian path forward was clear. As he wrote to Fanny on her confirmation, “Some thousands of years ago the Jewish form was the reigning one,18 then the heathen form, and now it is the Christian.” Baptism, however, would not be enough to signal the progression of Abraham’s famed son beyond the world of his grandfather. When Felix Mendelssohn was twenty and already enjoying a distinguished career in music, Abraham advised that he drop the surname of Mendelssohn altogether in favor of the alternate family name Bartholdy, taken rather arbitrarily from the name of a family dairy farm.19 His letter itself is an arresting document that seems to freeze-frame a single moment in a sweeping historical transformation. Abraham writes to Felix,

         
            My father felt that the name Moses Ben Mendel Dessau would handicap him in gaining the needed access to those who had the better education at their disposal.20 Without any fear that his own father would take offense, my father assumed the name Mendelssohn. The change, though a small one, was decisive. As Mendelssohn, he became irrevocably detached from an entire class, the best of whom he raised to his own level. By that name he identified himself with a different group. Through the influence which, ever growing, persists to this day, the name Mendelssohn acquired great authority and a significance which defies extinction. This, considering that you were reared a Christian, you can hardly understand. A Christian Mendelssohn is an impossibility. A Christian Mendelssohn the world would never recognize. Nor should there be a Christian Mendelssohn, for my father himself did not want to be a Christian. “Mendelssohn” does and always will stand for a Judaism in transition, when Judaism, just because 32it is seeking to transmute itself spiritually, clings to its ancient form all the more stubbornly and tenaciously; by way of protest against the novel form that so arrogantly and tyrannically declared itself to be the one and only path to the good.

         

         Abraham went as far as printing for his son calling cards marked “Felix M. Bartholdy”—yet it was not to be. Felix did adopt the name Bartholdy but used it in addition to his grandfather’s surname. And despite his father’s unyielding insistence that “a Christian Mendelssohn is as impossible as a Jewish Confucius,”21 Felix himself did not appear to sense any irredeemable tension between his Jewish ancestry and his identity as a baptized Christian. This inner confidence may well have come from a new source of grounding conferred by a third, and entirely new, category of identity that was coalescing precisely in these early years of the nineteenth century: the idea of being German. In fact, as the scholars Celia Applegate and Pamela Potter have suggested, Felix Mendelssohn “more consciously felt himself to be German than any composer of an earlier era.”22

         At first glance this seems an unlikely claim. More German than Beethoven? More German than Bach? In fact, for previous German-speaking artists there was, territorially speaking, no united Germany with which one could identify, or as Goethe and Schiller had wondered aloud, “Germany? But where is it?23 I do not know how to find the country.” Germany would not unite politically as a nation until 1871 under Bismarck, but before Germans could choose to become a politically unified nation, they had to feel like one. Some kind of binding agent was needed, something more powerful than politicians’ rhetoric, something already aligned with the project of bourgeois self-cultivation and the ideals of Bildung, something in their own heritage of which Germans of all classes could feel proud. And there it was, as if lying in wait for its moment of perfect utility: the idea of “German music.”

         The movement to wrap the music born from German-speaking lands in the flag of a nonexistent national past was given its first decisive push in the very first biography of Bach,24 published in 1802. At the time of its publication, Bach, who had died in 1750, was being quickly forgotten, but his biographer, Johann Nikolaus Forkel, mounted a 33vigorous case for Bach’s legacy—and not only on musical grounds. The composer’s works, Forkel declared in his preface, should be hailed as “a priceless national patrimony;25 no other nation possesses a treasure comparable to it…. [N]ot merely the interests of music but our national honor are concerned to rescue from oblivion the memory of one of Germany’s greatest sons.”

         In his proselytizing for Bach’s legacy, Forkel faced two struggles whose very foreignness today demonstrates the extent to which this revolution in musical thinking actually succeeded. First, Forkel and his allies had to convince the German-speaking public that music itself was not merely a courtly entertainment or the stuff of village dances but a serious art that should be part of every cultivated person’s education, or even more, that it possessed spiritual depths. Writers such as E. T. A. Hoffmann would help set this new tone. In a landmark 1810 review of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, Hoffmann hailed music as “the most Romantic of all the arts.”26 He continued, “One might almost say [music is] the only one that is purely Romantic…. Music reveals to man an unknown realm, a world quite separate from the outer sensual world surrounding him, a world in which he leaves behind him all feelings circumscribed by intellect in order to embrace the inexpressible.”

         Moreover, while writers such as Hoffmann celebrated music’s ability to plumb the inner depths of the soul, another set of proselytizers framed the art as a unifying force for a new national community, capable of forging lone individuals into an audience, a collective, and, by extension, a nation. Crucially, this new German music would tout itself as not only an aristocratic art but a universal one. In the words of the humanist and diplomat Wilhelm von Humboldt, musical performance allowed “all members of a nation to unite purely as human beings and without the accidental distinctions of society.”27 Music could be, at least on spiritual terms, the great equalizer of differences, whether in class or religion.

         Forkel’s second problem may seem decidedly quaint when viewed from the perspective of our own era in which critics routinely lament the endless programming of the same small selection of concert repertory. But in Forkel’s time there simply was no tradition of performing older music, no cult of the great masterworks of the past; a composer’s work essentially died with him. “If music is really an art,28 and not a 34mere pastime,” Forkel pleaded, “its masterpieces must be more widely known and performed than they are.” Even the music of Bach, Germany’s noblest son, was not in ready circulation at the time. On that front, however, help would arrive from perhaps an unlikely place. Forkel’s call was in fact answered by Felix Mendelssohn.

         Young Felix had been raised in an affluent temple of Bildung, with private tutors in all the essential classical subjects. He was also perhaps the greatest prodigy in music history, pronounced at age eleven by Goethe himself as superior to Mozart. That said, old prejudices had not disappeared overnight. Carl Friedrich Zelter, who was also the young Mendelssohn’s teacher, evidently felt compelled both to caution and to reassure Goethe in his letter of introduction: this precocious boy, he wrote in 1821, was “the son of a Jew, to be sure,29 but no Jew.” Clearly Jewishness had not as yet become fully racialized: the son of a Jew could still be “no Jew.” Nevertheless, it is still shocking to read, in a comment originally suppressed from the first published version of this correspondence, Zelter’s further statement of reassurance to Goethe—that his brilliant young student had not been circumcised.

         By sixteen, Jew or no Jew, Mendelssohn had validated Goethe’s judgment by producing his miraculous Octet, a surgingly joyful score in which youthful exuberance and formal mastery coexist in a unity unrivaled in the history of music. Symphonies, quartets, and masses would follow. And as Mendelssohn rose to the very highest echelons of German musical life, he internalized the mission of spreading this new gospel of German music. “You say I should try to convert the people here … and teach them to love Beethoven and Sebastian Bach,”30 he wrote to his family from a tour of Paris in 1825. “This is just what I am endeavoring to do.”

         The early nineteenth-century effort to revive Bach’s legacy scored its greatest success on March 11, 1829, when Mendelssohn, in the words of one contemporary, threw open “the gates of a temple long shut down”31 by conducting the Berlin Singakademie in Bach’s extraordinary Saint Matthew Passion, the first presentation of the work since the composer’s death in 1750. Six years later, Mendelssohn was appointed conductor of the Gewandhaus Orchestra in Leipzig, a post he held for the remaining twelve years of his life. During that time he raised the orchestra’s standards and bolstered its reputation while at the same 35time establishing the modern template of what it is that a symphony orchestra does. Instead of focusing only on living composers and figures of the recent past, Mendelssohn introduced to Leipzig a novel series of historical concerts focusing on great German composers long vanished from the scene, essentially helping to create the foundations of classical music’s first canon. He was not unaware of the ironies. At the time of the landmark Bach performance in Berlin, Mendelssohn remarked to his participating friend, the actor Eduard Devrient, using a derogatory term for his own ethnic origins, “And to think that it has to be a comic actor [and] a Jew-boy who return the greatest Christian music to the people!”32

         In Leipzig, Mendelssohn founded Germany’s first conservatory and arranged for the composer Robert Schumann to teach there. He was also the visionary behind a new stone monument to Bach. This would be among the first such gestures of veneration made by a composer to a musical forebear, a touchingly modest column capped by Bach’s likeness peering out from a kind of decorative lodging. Unveiled in 1843 in the presence of a mysterious white-haired visitor from Berlin who turned out to be Bach’s last living grandson,33 the monument stands to this day in Leipzig near the St. Thomas Church, where Bach had served as cantor for more than twenty-five years.

         As the best-known musician and composer in Germany, Mendelssohn traveled widely and was hailed by kings and queens across Europe. From his study in Leipzig, with busts of Bach and Goethe literally keeping watch over his shoulder, he created the symphonies and oratorios that now reside fully within the canon of masterworks whose very idea he helped invent. Then, in May 1847, Mendelssohn lost his beloved sister, Fanny, and was consumed with grief. The two siblings had remained intensely close their entire lives, and she seemed uniquely capable of understanding the contradictions he had harmonized in order to forge his own path. (“You know me well and know what I am, always,”34 he had once written.) Only six months later, Felix suffered a series of strokes and died at his home.

         His funeral on November 7, 1847, was a major civic event with thousands of Leipzigers taking part in a procession through the city streets. The hearse was pulled by four horses draped in black. Among the pallbearers was Robert Schumann. In the Paulinerkirche, a chorus 36sang chorales from Mendelssohn’s oratorio Paulus and from Bach’s Saint Matthew Passion. That same night, the casket was placed on a special train whose final stop would be Berlin. En route, the train stopped in Köthen, where another chorus turned out to perform in the middle of the night. Then the train stopped in Dessau, where at 1:30 a.m. yet another chorus sang, this time a newly composed hymn that praised the composer as “the unsurpassed source of holy music.”35 In a way, this moment marked the closing of a vast circle traced over just three generations: the Dessau performance took place less than one mile from where, 118 years earlier, a boy named Moses ben Mendel Dessau had been born.

         
            *

         

         In 1884, more than a quarter century after Mendelssohn’s death, the city of Leipzig opened its new Gewandhaus concert hall. While its predecessor had been tiny by modern standards, a convivial place of social gathering for a small elite, this successor hall was scaled to German music’s newly grand ambitions, its ideal of an audience as Volk, as representing the German people as a whole. In keeping with this new religion of art, now finally equipped with its own proper space of worship, an organ, the quintessential emblem of liturgical music, would grace the back of the stage. Likewise, an air of church-like silence became the new norm during concerts; in fact the Leipzigers would fall into a reverential hush before the conductor had even taken the stage.
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         Meanwhile, to honor Mendelssohn’s service to the orchestra and to German music as a whole, the city of Leipzig erected an enormous memorial statue by Werner Stein in 37front of the new hall. When that monument was unveiled in 1892, the towering bronze Mendelssohn stood more than twenty feet above the ground. In the words of one city councilor, it would be kept “as an expression of the thanks our city owes to him whose name we call with love and reverence.”36

         The composer’s likeness holds a baton in one hand and a scroll of music in the other, signaling Mendelssohn’s roles as both a creative artist and an interpretive guardian of a now recognizably coherent historic tradition. He is also enrobed in a Greek toga, evoking the classical roots at the heart of the Bildung ideal. Below, on the statue’s large granite plinth adorned by angels and muses, his full and overdetermined name was inscribed, in all its ancestral complexity: FELIX MENDELSSOHN BARTHOLDY. An inscription was also carved into the plinth at the back of the statue, a motto that would become the final words members of the audience would see when leaving the new hall after a performance, and in a way a perfect gloss on the Bildung ideal itself: “Edles nur künde die Sprache der Töne”—“May the language of music speak only of noble things.”

         Fortunately, given the fate that would later befall this statue, the Bildung ideal was also preserved in a vessel that has proven more durable than either bronze or granite. Today, whenever the composer’s irrepressible Octet or his rhapsodic Violin Concerto is performed, his sunlit Italian Symphony or his oratorio Elijah, the Bildung ideal is there—should we choose to listen for it. Indeed, an entire sweeping span of cultural history resonates from within these works, a history that informed and animated these notes at the moment they were placed on paper. Books could later be burned. Monuments could be toppled. But this grand belief in the ennobling force of art, this vision of music as a language of the soul’s freedom, this entire extraordinary chapter of the German and Jewish past, is preserved, crystallized, and carried forward perhaps nowhere more purely than within the lucid beauty and spiritual balance of Mendelssohn’s music itself.

         
            *

         

         The late nineteenth-century Vienna in which Arnold Rosé and Arnold Schoenberg came of age was a city of Bildung to a degree that can be difficult to fathom. “All the bridges are broken between today,37 38yesterday, and the day before yesterday,” wrote the Austrian-Jewish author Stefan Zweig. In The World of Yesterday, his own lovingly etched portrait of the city of his youth, Zweig set out to narrow that distance. His recollections of Vienna are highly selective and have been criticized at times for their sepia-toned nostalgia, yet these are shortcomings that the story of Zweig’s own life and art, to which we will return, can allow us to forgive.

         In Zweig’s telling, Vienna across these golden decades was experiencing a monumental changing of the guard, a transfer in the custodianship of culture from the imperial court to everyday citizens. Emperors past, Zweig explains, had their own children tutored in music by the finest composers of the day, or even composed their own works. By contrast, the emperor Franz Joseph, whose reign stretched from 1848 until 1916, had no such interests. This gave the bourgeoisie a special raison d’être as the new champions and protectors of Vienna’s cultural traditions—a charge they took up with a zeal perhaps unique in European history. Consider Zweig’s account of one night in the fall of 1888 when the old Burgtheater, which had hosted the premieres of Beethoven’s First Symphony and Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro and Così fan tutte, hosted its final performance before the building was demolished. The celebrated Viennese painter Gustav Klimt had been commissioned to capture the theater in its historic glory, and all of Viennese society, Zweig tells us, came out to pay its last respects. Yet their reverence took an unexpected turn, as he recounts, after the final notes of the performance had fallen away. The audience, in a frenzied search for souvenirs, began dismantling the stage right then and there. “No sooner had the curtain fallen,”38 Zweig writes, “than everyone raced on stage to take home at least a splinter from the boards that had been trodden by their favorite artists as a relic. Even decades later, these plain wooden splinters were kept in precious caskets in many bourgeois households, just as splinters of the Holy Cross are preserved in churches.”

         As we have seen, among the congregation worshipping the holy cross of culture were Vienna’s Jews, and as prime beneficiaries of the Bildung ideal’s democratizing gifts they were also among its most ardent defenders. This was true in the performance of traditional classical 39music, with Gustav Mahler leading the Vienna Court Opera with his concertmaster Rosé at his side; it was true in the patronage of the visual arts, with Karl Wittgenstein, a Jewish steel magnate, helping to fund the building of a new exhibition space for the trailblazing group of artists who would declare themselves the Vienna Secession; and it was true among the ranks of Jung Wien, or Young Vienna, the hothouse of visionary writers and kindred-spirited creators bent on forging new pathways into the future of art.

         Schoenberg was an integral member of this latter group, gathering often with the great and near great around the gemütlich tables of Café Griensteidl on the Michaelerplatz. Even in this sharp-edged company, which included the legendary satirist Karl Kraus and the modernist architect Adolf Loos, author of a provocative tract titled “Ornament and Crime,” Schoenberg stood out. “An atmosphere envelops him which is—as it were—supersaturated by electricity,” wrote the critic Richard Specht of Schoenberg in 1910. He continued:

         
            The hurried little man with his bald,39 round head and large burning eyes with something naively good about them in calm moments gives the impression of a fanatic mandarin. He is a sophist and a verbal contortionist of the most fascinating kind: he is capable of capturing a person’s full imagination, making the most paradoxical things credible, and making the most incredible things convincing. His talent is uncanny; the giftedness of the whole person, not just the musician.

         

         This hurried little bald man had grown up in the city’s crowded Jewish neighborhood of Leopoldstadt. In musical matters and most others, he had been an autodidact, studying violin, viola, and cello and by most accounts playing them with more ardor than careful technique. His true obsession lay in composition, a passion kindled in installments through the sequential arrival of volumes of the Meyers Konversations-Lexikon, an encyclopedia. (He once recalled waiting impatiently for “the long-hoped-for letter ‘S,’ ” in whose pages he might find the secrets of the sonata form.) After his father died in 1891, the seventeen-year-old Schoenberg was forced to leave school 40and accept work in a bank. In 1895, he joined an amateur chamber orchestra made up mostly of students hungry for musical experience. Their conductor, Alexander Zemlinsky, would later recall Schoenberg as “a young man sitting at the only cello desk who would abuse his instrument with fiery ardor,40 playing one wrong note after the other.” Zemlinsky would later become Schoenberg’s only real composition teacher as well as his brother-in-law, after Schoenberg married Zemlinsky’s sister, Mathilde, in 1901.

         Despite his family’s ancestry, Jewish ritual and traditional forms of prayer remained foreign practices for Schoenberg, and for at least the first six decades of his life he worshipped at the shrine of Richard Wagner. Schoenberg’s embrace of Wagnerism was profound and went well beyond a love for Wagner’s operas, for Wagner’s compositional path, or for his highly chromatic harmonic language. For Schoenberg, Wagnerism was an entire worldview, one that embraced a set of vaguely defined but powerfully felt beliefs about art, myth, the individual creator, and German peoplehood. “You were no true Wagnerian,”41 Schoenberg himself later explained, “if you did not believe in his philosophy, in the ideas of Erlösung durch Liebe, salvation by love; you were not a true Wagnerian if you did not believe in Deutschtum, in Teutonism; and you could not be a true Wagnerian without being a follower of his anti-Semitic essay, Das Judentum in der Musik, ‘Judaism in Music.’”

         This last admission was telling and, no doubt, deeply painful for the composer. In this notorious 1850 essay Wagner had laid out his venomous critique of Jews as foreign transplants on German soil, as distasteful interlopers speaking with an accent that could never be washed away, as ersatz artists incapable of creating true art with any authentic connection to the German people or its land.

         It is hard to overstate how deeply and perniciously these ideas would seep into the central European cultural imagination, especially as Wagner’s music came to occupy a place at the epicenter not only of Germany’s cultural identity but also of its new national identity in the wake of unification in 1871 under Bismarck. By that point, even those skeptical of Wagner’s art, such as the contemporary critic Ludwig Speidel, felt forced to concede:

         
            41The German people see in Wagner’s operas its contemporary musical ideals realized, and whoever wishes to take that from them—assuming that were even possible—would be taking a piece of soul from the bodies of these people.42 If art, above all music … belongs even a tiny bit to the substance of Germanness … the conclusion is inescapable: The substance of Richard Wagner can no longer be separated from the substance of the German.

         

         This left German-Jewish artists like Schoenberg and Gustav Mahler in an impossible bind, disinherited from the very tradition they sought to carry forward. Schoenberg’s own writing set down in later decades reveals the extent to which he internalized the racialist anti-Semitism at the heart of Wagner’s worldview. “You have to understand,”43 he wrote, almost pleadingly, “the effect of [Wagner’s] statements on young artists. An artist cannot create without being convinced of his creative capacity.” That faith was what Wagnerism threatened to steal from Arnold Schoenberg. His solution on either side of the First World War was to disregard the biological essentialism fundamental to Wagner’s anti-Semitism and instead paint his own exit from the sealed room of his Jewish heritage through conversion. And by the time Schoenberg discovered that the possibility of exit was itself a chimera, he had altered the course of modern music.

         
            *

         

         Austrian Jews had received official legal emancipation in 1867 but the city’s golden age of liberalism, its optimistic culture of grace and beauty, the gilded world of the Ringstrasse, was poignantly short-lived. By 1897, Karl Lueger, an openly anti-Semitic politician whose example would influence Adolf Hitler, rose to the position of Vienna’s mayor, despite the deep reservations of the liberal-minded Franz Joseph. His ascension brought with it a return to the city’s older habits. One night in March 1897,44 in the wake of contentious Imperial Council elections, a pogrom ripped through the neighborhood of Leopoldstadt as rioters physically attacked Jewish civilians and demolished storefronts by throwing bricks and large stones. An angry mob of 150 people spilled 42onto Leopoldsgasse, where the Schoenberg family lived at No. 9. The windows of a grocery store directly opposite his house were smashed and looted. This was the other side of Vienna, one rarely glimpsed in Zweig’s portrait of a city obsessed with theater and music.

         Nor was such raw violence the only force weighing on the increasingly pressured hyphen that joined—and separated—the two sides of “German-Jewish” identity. One week before the pogrom that consumed Leopoldstadt, Walther Rathenau, the future foreign minister of the Weimar Republic, had published an article titled “Hear, O Israel!,” in which he chastised his fellow Jews for their stubborn insistence on maintaining stereotypically Jewish mannerisms in their presentation. “Look at yourselves in the mirror!”45 he urged, calling for the “shedding of tribal attributes” that were “known to be odious to our countrymen.”

         Schoenberg’s letters from the time mention neither the violence literally outside his window nor the internal pressures pulsing from within the Jewish communities of Vienna and Berlin. Yet his actions speak for themselves. One year after the pogrom, almost to the day, he entered the evangelical church on the Dorotheergasse and converted to Protestantism, accepting in the process a new name: Arnold Franz Walter Schönberg. It was the same church where Arnold Rosé would convert and where he would marry Justine Mahler a few years later. Describing his decision in subsequent decades, Schoenberg still leaned on the fraught Wagnerian language of his youth, claiming that his conversion had come with the promise of being “redeemed from thousands of years of humiliation, shame and disgrace.”46 And at the beginning at least, that narrative seemed to hold. His creative abilities now fully unblocked by his entry into the faith of Bach, Schoenberg threw his formidable mental and spiritual energies behind the mission previously denied to him as a Jew: leading German music into its exalted future.

         Artistic fruit swiftly followed. In 1899, the year after his conversion, he completed the era-encapsulating string sextet Verklärte Nacht (Transfigured Night), a piece thoroughly Wagnerian in its textures and harmonies, and Klimtian in its glittering pools of color. Journeying from darkness into light, the music wordlessly traces the path of Richard Dehmel’s poem of the same name, in which a man and woman 43walk alone together through a wooded grove on a cold night. With the couple bathed in moonlight, the woman despairingly confesses to her partner that she is pregnant by another man. Rather than responding in anger, however, her partner responds with a love whose depth mystically transforms the child into his own. The two walk on together “into the high, bright night.”

         What Schoenberg saw in this poem is a matter of speculation, but it is not difficult to imagine this spiritually searching composer becoming deeply moved by the tale of a child whose inauthentic connection to the father(land) is—through a deep mystical love—transformed into a union consecrated by blood. Whatever aspects of this poem resonated for the composer, its words drew from him a chamber work of dazzling, liquid beauty. The night was indeed high and bright.

         By 1904, Schoenberg had acquired two Viennese students, Alban Berg and Anton Webern, both of whom would remain supremely devoted to him as their teacher and the leader of what came to be called the Second Viennese School. Schoenberg’s own music meanwhile grew increasingly complex and audacious in its freedom from the harmonic strictures that had governed the art since the time of Bach. After examining Schoenberg’s First String Quartet of 1905, no less a titan than Gustav Mahler himself confessed he could no longer hear the music in his mind by reading it off the pages of the score. “I have conducted the most difficult scores of Wagner,”47 said the bewildered Mahler, “I have written complicated music myself in scores of up to thirty staves and more; yet here is a score of not more than four staves, and I am unable to read them.”

         If Schoenberg’s own artistic development was already pushing the limits of tonality and public comprehension, a period of turmoil in his personal life seems to have only added to the overarching sense of upheaval. In 1908, Schoenberg’s wife, Mathilde, had an affair with his painting teacher, the artist Richard Gerstl, leaving the composer in an anguished state captured by his own series of self-portraits from this era, many of them dominated by the eerie presence of glowing, burning eyes. This same year, Schoenberg finally pushed tonality beyond the breaking point with his Second String Quartet, his boldest experiment to date. In the work’s final movement, as the music soars free from its harmonic mooring, a soprano sings the words from a Stefan 44George poem: “Ich fühle luft von anderem planeten”—“I feel air of another planet.”

         This extraplanetary air had a way of spreading quickly across the arts. Wassily Kandinsky attended the Munich premiere of the Second String Quartet and immediately responded with his Impression III (Concert), a semiabstract canvas of bold yellow tones. He also sent Schoenberg some fan mail. “You don’t know me,”48 he wrote, but “what we are striving for and our whole manner of thought and feeling have so much in common…. The independent life of the individual voices in your compositions is exactly what I am trying to find in my paintings.” In architecture, Adolf Loos was also breaking with what he saw as outmoded decorative traditions, most famously in his design for a new building on Vienna’s Michaelerplatz. A self-consciously modern edifice with unornamented windows, it stood directly across from the cafés where the Jung Wien composers and poets had long gathered, facing the back of the grand imperial residence. After Loos’s building was erected, it was said that the kaiser closed the curtains of his bedroom window, never to open them again.

         Schoenberg would later call his harmonic revolution the “emancipation of dissonance.” The phrase has a way of catching in the ear. Having risen up on the shoulders of the movement for Jewish legal emancipation, he had taken the further step of formally leaving his faith, and now he would in turn emancipate his chosen art form by releasing the dissonance, the “noise” that had for centuries been walled off,49 ghettoized, in a place beyond the boundaries of what was tolerated as good Christian music. Perhaps the phrase is best understood in the context of another Schoenberg aphorism from around the same period. “Art,” he wrote, “is the cry of distress uttered by those who experience firsthand the fate of mankind.”50

         
            *

         

         Arnold Rosé and his Rosé Quartet remained closely associated with Schoenberg’s music across this period, premiering both Verklärte Nacht and the Second String Quartet. Yet alongside his principled advocacy for the avant-garde, Rosé was chiefly known as a devoted guardian of the classical tradition, through his work not only at the Vienna 45Philharmonic but also with his quartet, which was revered above all for its interpretations of the Beethoven String Quartets.

         And so in May 1913, when another storied Viennese shrine to music, the Bösendorfer Hall, was slated for demolition to make room for a modern structure, it was the Rosé Quartet that was called upon to bid farewell to the beloved musical space with one last performance of three quartets by Beethoven, including the time-stoppingly sublime late quartet Op. 131. Present in the audience was Stefan Zweig, who still recalled the scene more than two decades later. This remarkable chamber music hall, he wrote,

         
            had the resonance of an old violin,51 and it was a sacred place to music-lovers because Chopin and Brahms, Liszt and Rubinstein had given concerts there, and many of the famous quartets had first performed in this hall. And now it was to make way for a new purpose-built concert hall; such a thing was beyond the understanding of those of us who had spent many memorable hours there. When the last bars of Beethoven died away, played better than ever by the Rosé Quartet, none of the audience left their seats. We shouted and applauded, some of the women were sobbing with emotion, no one was willing to admit that this was goodbye. The lights in the hall were extinguished in order to clear us out of the place. Still none of the four or five hundred people present left their seats. We stayed for half-an-hour, an hour, as if our presence could save the sacred hall by force.

         

         Zweig does not report how this particular standoff finally ended, or how long the listeners clung to their seats that night. We are left only with the image of a reverent Viennese audience, guardians of a vanishing world, keeping vigil into the darkness.

         
            *

         

         In today’s Vienna, while the Bösendorfer Hall has long since vanished, the home where Arnold Rosé lived for twenty-eight years with Justine, Alma, and her brother, Alfred, still stands at Pyrkergasse 23 in 46Döbling, the city’s nineteenth district. I set out one bright summer morning to find it.

         It was a search I embarked upon with a measure of apprehension. Pilgrimages of this type can be delicate endeavors. When one finally reaches the sought-after destination, it may well disappoint precisely because, in the flat light of everyday reality, it possesses none of the glow, the charm, the aura conferred on these places by our imaginations, or by the sense of yearning that brought us on such a journey in the first place. In other cases, the summoned ghosts may simply decline to appear, often because there is so little left to inhabit.

         And so it seemed upon my initial arrival at Pyrkergasse 23. The three-story stucco building was surely once a distinguished address, but on this day it looked decidedly less so, with a stained facade and paint peeling from the windows on the upper floors. The ground-floor windows, which once framed the view from the fabled Rosé music room, where Gustav Mahler and the conductor Bruno Walter used to play four-hand waltzes at the piano, are today enclosed with forbidding iron bars. Nonetheless, the site’s history has not gone completely unnoted. A small plaque posted near the front door reads,

         
            IN DIESEM HAUSE WOHNTE

            VOM 18. APRIL 1911 BIS 2. MAI 1939

            ARNOLD ROSÉ

            UNVERGESSENER KONZERTMEISTER

            DER WIENER PHILHARMONIKER

            BEGNADETER GEIGER DER KAMMERMUSIK

            
                

            

            Arnold Rosé lived in this house from April 18, 1911, to May 2, 1939

            Unforgotten concertmaster of the Vienna Philharmonic

            Exceptionally gifted performer of chamber music

         

         The plaque is accurate as far as it goes, but it is glaringly incomplete. Arnold Rosé had continued as leader of the Vienna Philharmonic until the Nazi annexation of the city in 1938, at which point he was 47summarily dismissed by an ensemble he had led with honor and dignity for five decades. With his daughter Alma’s help, he managed to escape to London, where he died shortly after the war, a broken man.

         I blinked up at his former home through the bright Vienna sunshine. A construction crew nearby was hammering out an aggressive din. In that moment, the void in public memory felt vast, as the city seemed to be claiming Rosé’s creative achievement while declining to own or even acknowledge his later expulsion and exile, let alone the subsequent fate of his family.

         For her part, Alma Rosé had led a popular all-women’s cabaret orchestra, performing light classics for audiences across central Europe well into the 1930s. In 1942 she was arrested by the Gestapo and transported to Auschwitz. Her final musical post was the conductorship of a women’s orchestra inside the camp, an ensemble made up of prisoners tasked with performing for SS officers, and for fellow prisoners as they marched off to work in the mornings and as they returned, their numbers often winnowed, at the end of the day.

         From the accounts of witnesses, Alma dealt with the diabolical madness of it all by focusing single-mindedly on the group’s artistic standards, demanding excellence despite the broken instruments, the missing sheet music, the rudimentary skills of many of the players, and the unthinkable conditions for their work. On the rare occasions when her own lofty expectations of a performance were met, she would deliver her highest compliment: “This would have been good enough to be heard by my father.”52

         Ultimately, the music education Arnold Rosé had provided her, and the sense of artistic integrity she had absorbed through his example, lifted the ensemble to a level of distinction that earned it favorable treatment from camp officials and relative distance from the camp’s machinery of murder. In other words, Alma Rosé’s musical nobility, the final flickering of the Bildung ideal, quite literally saved the lives of many orchestra members. Alma herself, however, was not among the survivors. After less than a year in Auschwitz, she died in the camp on April 5, 1944.

         Back on the sidewalk outside the Rosé home, my pilgrimage was falling woefully short. Despite the plaque on its facade, the entire site felt mute, its actual past all but sealed off to the present. A pedestrian 48appraised me skeptically, and I self-consciously looked down at my phone, as if to address some digital matter of great importance. It was only then that I realized the key to summoning the lost history at this site had been with me all along. Some months earlier I had visited the Rosé family archive, located four thousand miles away in London, Ontario, where Alma’s brother, Alfred, had settled after the war. In that collection’s holdings, securely packed in acid-free archival boxes alongside the medals bestowed on Arnold Rosé by kings, an imperial honor signed by the emperor, and a lock of Gustav Mahler’s hair, there had also been several albums of family photographs. I had scanned some of the photos, and now pulled up the images on my phone.
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         Staring at two such photos from my sidewalk perch, I realized with a shiver that the original pictures must have been taken just on the other side of the barred windows before which I now stood. In one shot, Alma as a young girl is posed behind the piano with her violin raised. She stands alongside Arnold and Alfred, who is holding a 49clarinet. The image is blurred and grainy, like the sound of the Bach Double recording these same three members of the Rosé family would create some two decades later. The windows are filled with light.
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         In a second family photograph taken in the same apartment, perhaps on the same day, Alma and Alfred stand on either side of their mother, Justine. Both children lean in toward her as if to squeeze themselves into the photo’s frame, yet they need not have worried. The angle of the camera’s lens is wide enough to have also captured a swath of the dark-paneled dining room. Placed prominently in the corner of that room, surveying the scene from above Alma’s shoulder, is a bust of Beethoven. The bust’s appearance in this particular shot may have been purely accidental, but the composer’s image nevertheless becomes the so-called punctum of the entire photo,53 the small detail that captures the viewer’s eye and reveals the essence of the whole.

         The noise of the city faded away as I gazed once more at this photo, this ephemeral domestic moment that must have transpired only feet from where I stood, a moment that now seemed to have been miraculously wrested from the vortex of the past. The Beethoven bust was radiating its own aura: at once a symbol of a cosmopolitan humanism proudly acquired, and a national inheritance under loving stewardship. I tried to put aside my knowledge of what the future held and to restore to this humble scene the dignity of its own time and place. This family, it now seemed clear, had not only been guarding all that Beethoven represented. The bust itself had also been somehow guarding them, keeping watch through eyes that are peering right past the family and into a future as unknowable as it was—in that moment, and perhaps fleetingly once again through the memory of music—illumined by hope.

         
            Notes

            1 “True, for successful excavations”: Walter Benjamin, “Berlin Chronicle,” in Selected Writings, vol. 2, part 2, 1931–1934, ed. Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary Smith, trans. Rodney Livingstone et al. (Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005), 611.

            2 “Even stories with a sorry ending”: Quoted in Detlev J. K. Peukert, The Weimar Republic: The Crisis of Classical Modernity, trans. Richard Deveson (Hill and Wang, 1992), xi.
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