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Because there are so many characters in this story, the following alphabetical list provides a quick guide to help identify some of them. I have included both general biographical information as well as ways in which they are related to the main characters. Death dates are current through 2018.


Because the main characters are referred to so often, I have used initials for them as follows:


• LL = Lea Luboshutz


• OG = Onissim Goldovsky


• RK = Rashel Khin


• BG = Boris Goldovsky


• IGW = Irina Goldovsky, later Irene Wolf


I have also followed certain rules:


1. I have used a single spelling for Russian surnames to make it easier to track relatives even though in Russian, males and females have different endings for the same family name (e.g., Goldovsky for a man and Goldovskaya for a woman). In this list, I use the masculine ending for both (Goldovsky).


2. In parenthesis, I have provided nicknames or alternative names for characters who are referred to in multiple ways in the text. For example Katherine Luboshutz is also called “Gitel” and “Babushka.”


3. In the case of married women, I have listed them alphabetically under their married surnames.


4. In cases where women used their maiden names as their stage or literary names and did not take their husband’s name, the entry is under the maiden name (as for example Anna Luboshutz and Rashel Khin).


5. At the end of the alphabetical list is a listing of tsars and tsaritsas * mentioned in the text, with birth and death dates as well as the dates of their reigns.


Auer, Leopold (1845–1930) Hungarian violinist and pedagogue who taught both in Russia and later in the United States. He invited LL to study with him in St. Petersburg but the family could not afford to send her. Later, he taught with LL at the Curtis Institute of Music.


Auer, Nadine Pelikan (1855–1932) Russian-born first wife of violinist Leopold Auer (they divorced in 1901). Friend of OG and RK.


Bergonzi, Carlo (1683–1747) Italian luthier, possible maker of a violin that LL played prior to purchasing the Nightingale Stradivarius.


Bok, Mary Louise Curtis (1876–1970) Daughter of Cyrus Curtis (founder of Curtis Publishing Company). Philanthropist and founder of the Curtis Institute of Music in Philadelphia. Her first husband was Edward Bok. Her second husband was Efrem Zimbalist. Patron and friend of LL.


Chaliapin, Fyodor Ivanovich (1873–1938) Russian singer who performed and toured with both of the Luboshutz sisters and introduced LL to Sol Hurok in Paris.


Dohnanyi, Ernst von (1877–1960) Hungarian-born composer, pianist, and conductor. Conducted orchestra in one of LL’s first concerts in New York and later became BG’s piano teacher in Budapest.


Druian, Rafael (1922–2002) Student of LL; Russian-born American violinist and conductor who served as concertmaster for the New York Philharmonic, the Cleveland Orchestra, and other ensembles and purchased LL’s Stradivarius violin after her death.


Duncan, Isadora (1877–1927) American dance pioneer; Pierre Luboshutz was her accompanist in Russia and she helped him emigrate. Friend of the Luboshutz family.


Elisabeth (HRH) (1891–1967) Queen consort of Belgium as the spouse of King Albert I, she was a fine violinist who studied with Ysaÿe and, after hearing LL, invited her to play at the palace.


Feldshtein, Solomon Mikhaelovich (dates unknown) Russian lawyer; first husband of RK and the father of her only child.


Flesch, Carl (1873–1944) Hungarian violinist and pedagogue who taught at the Curtis Institute of Music until 1928 and played first violin in the first iteration of the Curtis String Quartet. He left, in part, in protest over LL’s appointment to the faculty.


Franck, César (1822–1890) French composer of the sonata for violin and piano that became an important part of the family history of LL and OG.


Goldovsky, Anna Osipovna Garkavi (date unknown–1909) Stepmother of OG (second wife of OG’s father, Boris Isaakovich Goldovsky). Sister of jurist Vladimir Osipovich Garkavi, who introduced OG to the field of law.


Goldovsky, Boris Isaakovich (dates unknown) OG’s father. Merchant of the Second Guild.


Goldovsky, Boris Onissimovich (1908–2001) Second child of OG and LL. Director of opera departments at Tanglewood Music Center, New England Conservatory of Music, Cleveland Institute of Music, and Curtis Institute of Music where he had been a student of Fritz Reiner; founder of New England Opera Theatre and Goldovsky Opera Theater.


Goldovsky, Dmitri Yurievich (1931–1988) Son of Yuri Goldovsky and oldest grandchild of LL and OG.


Goldovsky, Irina Onissimovna See Wolf, Irene Goldovsky.


Goldovsky, Margaret Codd (1911–2004) BG’s wife, fellow student at the Curtis Institute of Music, and a professional singer during the early years of their marriage.


Goldovsky, Onissim Borisovich (1865–1922) Russian lawyer and political activist born in Vilnius. Named for his maternal grandfather. Married to RK. Later fathered three children with LL.


Goldovsky, Rosa Onissimovna (dates unknown) Mother of OG who was divorced from her husband when OG was five years old.


Goldovsky, Yuri Onissimovich (1907–1931) First child of OG and LL.


Grzhimali, Ivan Voitsekhovich See Hřímalý, Jan.


Gurkov, Solomon Izrailevich See Hurok, Sol.


Hofmann, Josef Kazimierz (1876–1957) Polish-American pianist who became director of the Curtis Institute of Music and toured with LL. The two quite possibly were lovers at the time.


Hřímalý, Jan [Grzhimali, Ivan Voitsekhovich] (1844–1915) Czech-born violinist and teacher of LL at the Moscow Conservatory where he was a professor from 1869 to 1915.


Hurok, Sol [Solomon Izrailevich Gurkov] (1888–1974) Russian-born American impresario who managed LL, Luboshutz & Nemenoff, and many other well-known classical music performers.


Joachim, Joseph (1831–1907) Hungarian violinist, conductor, composer, and teacher. A close collaborator of Johannes Brahms, he is widely regarded as one of the most significant violinists of the 19th century. Refused to teach LL.


Katzman, Sergei (dates unknown) Odessa-based rabbi, father of Katherine Katzman Luboshutz and Mischa Katzman. Grandfather of LL, Anna, and Pierre Luboshutz.


Khin,† Rashel Mironovna (1863‡–1928) Wife of OG. Author of successful novellas, stories, and plays, as well as translations into Russian of the works of George Sand, Émile Zola, and other French authors.


Koni, Anatoli Fedorovich (1844–1927) Liberal jurist, senator, writer. Longtime intimate of RK and family friend and associate of OG’s mentor Prince Aleksandr Urusov.


Koussevitzky, Serge Alexandrovich (1874–1951) Russian double bass player and impresario who in 1924 moved to the United States and became music director and conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Engaged members of the Luboshutz and Goldovsky families in his many musical endeavors.


Kreutzer, Leonid (1884–1953) Russian-born pianist who was an important teacher at the Berlin Hochschule für Musik (Conservatory). He took on BG as a student and conducted the orchestra for BG and LL’s first Berlin concerto concert there. Also briefly LL’s lover.


Kuzin, Svetlana “Sveta” (1962– ) Great-granddaughter of Anna Luboshutz and Nikolai Shereshevsky. Primary Russia-based researcher for this book.


Luboshutz, Anna (1887–1975) LL’s younger sister, an accomplished cellist who married the physician Nikolai Shereshevsky and made her home in Russia all of her life.


Luboshutz, Katherine “Gitel” Katzman [later called “Babushka”] (1865–1940) Daughter of Rabbi Sergei Katzman, wife of Saul Luboshutz, mother of LL, Anna Luboshutz, and Pierre Luboshutz. She ran a piano store in Odessa and supported her family there. Eventually joined the family in the United States.


Luboshutz, Lea (1885–1965) Odessa-born daughter of Katherine Katzman and Saul Luboshutz. Sister of Anna and Pierre. Mother of Yuri, Boris, and Irina Goldovsky. Concert violinist who emigrated to the United States where she joined the faculty of the Curtis Institute of Music.


Luboshutz, Pierre (1890–1971) Son of Katherine Katzman and Saul Luboshutz, brother of LL and Anna Luboshutz, a pianist and with his wife Genia Nemenoff, half of the famed piano duo team of Luboshutz & Nemenoff.


Luboshutz, Saul (date unknown–1925) Violin teacher; father of LL, Anna Luboshutz, and Pierre Luboshutz; husband of Katherine Katzman; first teacher of LL.


Mintslov, Rudolf Rudolfovich (1845–1904) OG’s mentor at a law firm he joined in 1888.


Mlynarski, Emil Szymon (1870–1935) Russian-born violinist, conductor, composer, and pedagogue. A student of Leopold Auer, he was, after LL’s father, her first violin teacher for three years in Odessa. Later joined the Curtis Institute of Music faculty in Philadelphia where he taught BG conducting.


Naumburg, Aaron (1859–1928) Wealthy businessman and philanthropist, active in both the visual and performing arts and interested in supporting women artists. Paid for LL’s Stradivarius violin (“Le Rossignol,” or “The Nightingale”).


Nemenoff, Genia (1905–1989) Pianist, French-born daughter of a Russian family, the Jacobs, that had settled in Paris to establish a branch of the family fur business. Genia later married and became the performing partner of pianist Pierre Luboshutz.


Polyakov, Lazar Solomonovich (1843–1914) Russian entrepreneur and banker. His Moscow villa with the small chapel that his devout Orthodox Jewish wife, Rozalia, used regularly is now the Bolshaya Bronnaya Synagogue. Was one of LL’s earliest patrons and gave her an Amati violin.


Prince, Sidney (1865–1929) Partner in Asiel & Co., a financial services firm, and for ten years a member of the New York Stock Exchange Governing Committee. Patron of LL and BG who made possible the latter’s studies with Dohnanyi in Budapest.


Prokofiev, Sergei Sergeyevich (1891–1953) Russian composer, pianist, and conductor. LL premiered his first violin concerto in New York.


Rozanov, Vasily Vasilievich (1856–1919) Philosopher, friend, and major influence on the young OG. Husband of Polina Suslova. Later in life, their friendship ended over Rozanov’s anti-Semitism.


Safonov, Vasily Ilyich (1852–1918) Russian pianist, teacher, conductor, and composer. Director of the Moscow Conservatory during the years that the Luboshutz children were students.


Schnabel, Artur (1882–1951) Austrian pianist considered one of the greatest of all Beethoven interpreters and one of the most important pedagogues of his time who became BG’s teacher in Berlin.


Serkin, Rudolf (1903–1991)  Czech-born pianist, cofounder of the Marlboro Music Festival in Vermont, director of Curtis Institute of Music, and teacher of Andrew Wolf.


Shereshevsky, Nikolai Adolfovich (1885–1961) Prominent physician and researcher who married Anna Luboshutz in 1913. A victim in the so-called “Doctors’ Plot,” Stalin’s attempted effort to falsely accuse Jewish doctors of illegal activities, he was later exonerated.


Silverstein, Joseph “Joey” (1932–2015) American violinist and conductor who served as concertmaster of the Boston Symphony Orchestra from 1962 to 1984. Performed with Andrew Wolf in the latter’s final concert.


Stern, Isaac (1920–2001) Russian-born American violinist with whom Andrew Wolf collaborated and toured as assisting pianist for many years.


Stradivari, Antonio (1644–1737) One of the greatest violin makers of all time. LL owned and played his golden period instrument called “Le Rossignol,” or “The Nightingale.”


Suslova, Polina [aka Apollinaria Prokofyevna Suslova] (1839–1918) Wife of the philosopher Vasily Rozanov and former mistress of Fyodor Dostoevsky. She sent a letter to the authorities that resulted in OG’s arrest.


Urusov, Prince Aleksandr Ivanovich (1842–1900) Distinguished Russian legal figure and the man most responsible for OG’s training in the law. OG’s recollections of him were published after Urusov’s death.


Wolf, Andrew (1943–1985) Billy Wolf and IGW’s fourth child, a Curtis graduate and pianist. Married to Linda Lunt Wolf and father of Anna and Heather.


Wolf, Irene Goldovsky [called Irina until she moved to the United States in 1929] (1917–2010) Third child of OG and LL. Married Walter L. “Billy” Wolf in 1933 and had six children.


Wolf, Thomas (1945– ) Billy Wolf and IGW’s fifth child. A flutist and arts consultant and this book’s author. Married to Dennie Palmer Wolf and father of Lea and Alexis.


Wolf, Walter Loeb “Billy” (1908–2002) Part of an important Philadelphia Jewish family. Married IGW and fathered six children: Alexandra, Nicholas, Catherine, Andrew, Thomas, and Lucy.


Ysaÿe, Eugène (1858–1931) The violinist and pedagogue to whom César Franck dedicated his violin and piano sonata. LL was selected to play for him at the Moscow Conservatory and he invited her to study with him in Belgium, where he coached her on the Franck sonata.


Zimbalist, Efrem (1890–1985) Violinist who first met LL when they were concertmasters of their respective conservatory orchestras in Russia. Later, both taught at the Curtis Institute of Music, where he became director in 1941. Married first to the singer Alma Gluck, he later married Mary Curtis Bok.


RUSSIAN TSARS AND TSARITSAS MENTIONED IN THE TEXT 
(listed in chronological order of their reigns)


Tsar Peter I “the Great” (1672–1725). Reigned 1682–1725.


Tsaritsa Catherine II “the Great” (1729–1796). Reigned 1762–1796.


Tsar Paul I (1754–1801). Reigned 1796–1801.


Tsar Alexander I (1777–1825). Reigned 1801–1825.


Tsar Nicholas I (1796–1855). Reigned 1825–1855.


Tsar Alexander II “the Liberator” (1818–1881). Reigned 1855–1881.


Tsar Alexander III (1845–1894). Reigned 1881–1894.


Tsar Nicholas II (1868–1918). Reigned 1894–1917.


Tsaritsa Alexandra Feodorovna (1872–1918) Hessian-born empress consort by virtue of being the spouse of Nicholas II, she reigned 1896 to 1917. A granddaughter of Queen Victoria of England who, though raised a Protestant, converted and became Russian Orthodox.


For a complete list of characters with birth and death years and short descriptions, please go to www.nightingalessonata.com/list-of-characters.





* While some in English use the term tsarina or czarina, the correct term is tsaritsa.


† Some writers use Rashel’s married name when referring to her, as in “Khin-Goldovskaya.” However, most refer to her simply as Khin, the name she used in literary works.


‡ There is controversy about Rashel’s birth year. The year given here is confirmed by her diary.
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INTRODUCTION
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Late in my mother’s life, she gave me a gift—a silver podstakannik or Russian tea-glass holder with a beautiful front enameled portrait. Two small boys in pale turn-of-the-century linen suits lean toward each other, their serious dark eyes above full pink cheeks and half smiles. The image of the boys—tender, elegant, and safe—sits on the tranquil enamel surface, capturing a moment of calm not only in their lives but also in the life of Imperial Russia.


Though the image depicts two children, the significance of the object had much to do with my grandmother Lea Luboshutz. The boys in the portrait are her two sons, my uncles Yuri and Boris. Lea had commissioned the podstakannik while still a young violin prodigy. It was to be a gift to my grandfather Onissim, a much older lawyer and patriot who had once been her patron and was now the father of her three children—Irina (my mother) and my two uncles.


The beautiful article was a family heirloom, but while others ascribed much sentimental value to it, I did not. As a child, I saw it every night at the family dinner table when my father took his tea. Though pretty, it seemed nothing special. After my mother died, I had the object appraised, mostly to see whether it might yield clues about my family’s history and especially something about my grandmother. I was astonished to learn that it was quite valuable.


The podstakannik had been made around 1915 by a German-born silversmith, Feodor Rückert, who worked in Moscow, often for the House of Fabergé. That seemed to support a family legend about its provenance, one I had never really believed (my family often told tall tales about the past). It was said that my grandfather had received the gift just a few years before his death—a death that had forced Lea to completely reinvent her life and those of her family members. In family lore, Onissim’s death was somehow mysteriously linked to the Russian Revolution . . . but beyond that I was not permitted to ask questions.


Having to reinvent herself and her life would have been nothing new to my grandmother. In her first twenty-five years, she had already transformed herself from a poor Yiddish-speaking Jewish girl living in the provinces of Imperial Russia into a cultural icon living a lavish lifestyle in Moscow—a place closed to most Jews. By the time she gave the gift to Onissim, she spoke both perfect Russian and fluent French, traveled internationally, and dined with royalty. She had plenty of her own money—enough to purchase not only the podstakannik but also many more articles of value. She had certainly made the most of her talent and her opportunities. But a couple of years after giving Onissim the gift, she was again reduced to poverty; and a few years after that, she was a political exile living in another country. Once more, she would have to start again.


The podstakannik was linked to a tumultuous historical period. It had traveled from Moscow to Odessa and back again during the Revolution, entrusted to Lea’s mother, Gitel, for safekeeping. Then, after Onissim’s death, Gitel smuggled it out of Russia along with valuable jewelry. The story family members loved to tell was of Gitel sewing the lovely object, together with whatever valuables that could be pawned, to the inside of a feather duvet, thus outwitting suspicious authorities over and over again. Miraculously, the fragile enamel arrived unharmed in the United States after a decade-long journey from Moscow to Odessa, back to Moscow, to Berlin, Paris, and finally to Philadelphia where it remained until my mother’s death.


Beyond these family stories, I knew very little, except for a disquieting fact that I learned in my mother’s final years. Yes, Lea had given the tea-glass holder to Onissim, who had showered her with jewels during their life together. Yes, my grandparents loved each other very much and had three children together. But no, that was not the full story. Lea, the master of reinvention, had recast this story to suit her needs after she left Russia. As I was startled to learn, Lea and Onissim had actually never been married. In fact, Onissim had another “real” wife.


When my mother gave me the gift of the tea-glass holder, she told me that I should find out more about my grandmother and the family’s history and tell their stories. But after she died, much time passed and I had done nothing about it. Indeed, I was close to seventy, a grandparent myself. The people I could ask were long dead. Family papers came to me, and I put them in storage—photographs, letters, diaries, diplomas, official documents, as well as memoirs, both published and unpublished. The family was nothing if not loquacious and, in their time, many of them were famous. Yet, I hadn’t looked at any of it. I told myself I was simply too busy.


Then in the summer of 2012 everything changed. After returning from playing some concerts, I began organizing old CDs to ensure that performances by musician family members would not be lost. These included recordings by various relatives of the older generation and also by my brother Andy, who had died of a brain tumor at an early age. And then, there it was: a recording of my brother’s final performance of César Franck’s sonata for violin and piano from January 1985—the last music he had ever played publicly. I had never listened to the recording—not once, though I had been with him at that last harrowing performance. When I first received the CD about a month after the concert, replaying the event was simply too painful. But why had almost three decades passed without my ever listening to it?


The Franck sonata. For a hundred years, it had been part of Lea and my family’s history. The composition was linked to their greatest triumphs and most heart-wrenching tragedies. It helped them survive political turmoil, anti-Semitic persecution, revolution, emigration. It had helped Lea meet people and forge lifelong partnerships that would serve her aspirations for the family. The sonata had been associated with her happiest times, her love affairs, and economic success. It had marked moments of abject poverty. She had made it a calling card as she and the family moved from country to country. “The Franck” was, for us, what family portraits, traditions, prayers, war medals, or quilts might be for others—it was a talisman, the touchstone of who we were and could be.


The Franck is an unusual piece of music. It is unlike almost every sonata that preceded it in one important respect. Its predecessors are full of tunes and themes—different ones for each movement. But the Franck has a single, central, thematic idea. It occurs in each of the four movements. Over the course of the work, the shape of this central idea is reinvented. Sometimes it is slow, sometimes fast, sometimes bright, at other times dark; sometimes exuberant, at other times like a wisp of smoke.


As I looked at the CD, I stood unmoving. Suddenly things became clear. Reinvention was a common thread, certainly; but reinvention around a core theme: That was at the heart of the sonata, and it was at the center of Lea and the family’s story. The single theme for Lea and the family for over a century had been “live a good life.” It was never stated, never discussed, yet always understood. As in the four movements, this core idea took shape and expression in different ways for specific family members and at various times.


For Lea, living a good life was always thought of in terms of the family—helping herself and them escape poverty and persecution while achieving fame through music. For her father, the idea of a good life had a religious connotation—the word good standing for ethical values and living life for others. For her partner Onissim, a good life was one to be enjoyed by all Russians, one that could only be achieved by embracing the values of César Franck’s adopted homeland in France, even if it took a revolution and considerable personal risk. For my generation, the Franck sonata meant living a life according to a set of seemingly impossible high standards of family accomplishments.


My brother Andy and I and others in our generation owed a huge debt to those who came before us. None of them had an easy life. There had been struggles, disappointments, and tragedies. But it was Lea to whom they had all looked for inspiration and strength. She had worked hard to achieve her dream. But now she and the rest of those earlier generations were gone and I realized that I needed to honor my debt. In addition to the treasure trove of material I already had, there was much more in archives in various countries. There were relatives I had never met. It was time for me to go back in time, recover Lea’s and the family’s stories, and in that way come to the Franck sonata once again.




The
 Nightingale’s Sonata
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PRELUDE


(1853 to 1885)


[image: images]


The year was 1853. The Belgian musician César Franck began writing a sonata for violin and piano. After composing some of the music, he sent the work to the legendary pianist and composer, Franz Liszt. But some time after doing so, Franck abandoned the project. A few years later, he took up the idea of a violin sonata again. This time he had a special incentive. He wanted to dedicate the work to Liszt’s daughter, Cosima, who had recently married Hans von Bülow, Liszt’s most talented pupil. Again, the project came to nothing. Whether it was Franck’s inability to muster inspiration or his suspicion that the von Bülow’s marriage was headed for disaster, he set the work aside. He was prescient. By 1865, Cosima had fallen in love with composer Richard Wagner and borne his child. By that time, Franck had become completely disillusioned and disappointed with his attempts to write a violin sonata.


That is the same year of another great disappointment that opens my family story. . . .


[image: images]


The Odessa Family
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As my great-grandmother Katherine was to tell her family many years later, her birth in 1865 had been a great disappointment to her father, Rabbi Sergei Katzman of Odessa. Like many rabbis (and, in fact, like many Jews everywhere), he had wanted his firstborn to be a boy. A son would have brought many advantages to his poor but religious family. After all, a son could make his way in the world without any help from his father. A girl needed a husband and finding one could cost money; failing that, a daughter could end up a dependent old maid. Such were not idle considerations. But the great joke among his congregants was that the rabbi actually got what he wanted in nearly every respect. Even as a child, Katherine was a tiger—headstrong and not easy to control. In time, she also became ambitious and developed a remarkable head for business. This latter trait she seemed to have inherited from her mother, Agals, who handled the family money and, according to family legend, distributed it sparingly.


In the year 1880, when Katherine was fifteen, the rabbi learned from a  shadchan (a marriage broker) that Saul Luboshutz would soon be asking for her hand in marriage. The news came as a surprise, but the rabbi was not displeased. He immediately retired to his small study to deliberate. On the one hand, Saul was a good Jew. The rabbi knew him from the synagogue, where Saul was a reliable and regular attender and often helped make up the minyan when attendance was light. Saul clearly knew his Torah—no small thing—and he did not appear to have enemies. Finding a husband for Gitel (as everyone called Katherine) might not be so easy. She had a reputation for being pigheaded. More importantly, she would not come with a dowry (by this time, there were six other children and not much money). Offers might not be numerous. All these were arguments for the match.


On the other hand, Saul was from a different generation than Gitel—the rabbi guessed Saul must be close to forty-five, thirty years older than his daughter. Gitel was maybe a little too young for marriage, though the rabbi certainly did not want to be stuck with an old maid. There was also the economic angle. Saul was a violin teacher. In Odessa, they were a dime a dozen, and Saul had not exactly captured the market of promising children from wealthy merchant families. How would they live? Well, Gitel was practical. It wouldn’t be the first time a woman supported her family while her husband spent his days in prayer and study. On the whole, the rabbi thought the idea had merit and he passed on this information to the matchmaker, pending, he said, a discussion with his daughter.


Gitel herself was also mulling over the match. Near the end of her life, she confessed to her children that she had had no illusions. She knew the decision would not be primarily hers, and her father probably wanted to give Saul his blessing (about her mother Agals’s opinion, she mentioned not a word). Besides, Gitel liked Saul. The fact that he was poor would be nothing new. She had grown up poor and, unlike her father, had no illusions about God’s role in the equation. God, to the extent he existed, helped those who helped themselves. Gitel already had shown some aptitude for doing just that and, unbeknownst to her father and Saul, she had some money tucked away. She had ideas about how she and Saul might make a nice living by buying and selling pianos. As Saul was a musician, he could help with advice about the quality of the instruments. Soon the rabbi accepted Saul’s proposal, on the condition that he wait until Gitel turned sixteen.


How could I possibly have known what my great-great-grandfather thought about the possibility of his daughter marrying Saul Luboshutz, sixty-five years before I was born? It is simple. Members of my family were storytellers, and this was one of those stories passed down from my great-grandmother to her daughter, Lea, to my mother, and eventually to my generation. As a child, I assumed it was true—as I did all of Lea’s stories. Where there were gaps in the family history, I filled them in—often erroneously.


For example, Gitel’s father was never named in this particular story and I assumed he was “Rabbi Katz” because his son, Gitel’s brother, went by the name Mischa Katz once he moved to America. But much later I saw Gitel’s death certificate and found that her father’s name had actually been Sergei Katzman. So obviously, Mischa had shortened his name when he came to the United States, though I never found out why. Nor was it explained until much later that Saul’s family name had not been Luboshutz. In Russia, it had been Luboshits and had been changed in the 1920s because the last syllable “shits” (with its obvious scatological meaning) was not a moniker suitable for America. These were small things but they were emblematic of a larger problem. Family members were not always reliable historians—sometimes they left things out, sometimes they dissembled, and at other times they made things up, especially when it made a particular narrative juicier or more amusing. And the inaccuracy of their narratives was not limited simply to the storytelling that came at family gatherings or in chance conversations. Many of my relatives actually wrote autobiographies, both published and unpublished. Yet these, too, I gradually learned, were not always reliable.


Saul and my great-grandmother Gitel were married in 1881. But the celebrations were clouded by political storms sweeping the Russian Empire that were starting to threaten Jews even in remote Odessa. Russia had captured Odessa from the Ottoman Empire in 1794. But Odessans, who prided themselves on the city’s origins—Ancient Greek—saw themselves as sophisticated cosmopolitans. Russians were a minority throughout the 19th century, and the city was home to Germans, French, and Italians as well as Ukrainians, Greeks, and East Europeans. French, rather than Russian, was the language of daily life.


True, Odessans lived in the shadow of Russia’s gray steppes to the north. But they preferred to look to the south, where steep cliffs dropped down to a vast port and its seemingly endless opportunities for building a better life. Late in her life, Saul and Gitel’s daughter Lea would recall in an unpublished memoir her idyllic childhood of “horse-drawn trolleys and droshkas, a sunny and sweet climate, and long walks to the Black Sea, where we sometimes went swimming in the summer . . . It was a clear city, with straight streets, magnificent trees, and gorgeous parks.”1


More than one thousand ships arrived in Odessa each year, delivering silk, wine, nuts, spices, and furniture and picking up Russian grain destined for Italy, France, and England. Children—if they were brave enough to hurtle down the famous two-hundred-step staircase to the waterfront—could immerse themselves in a world of polyglot traders and sailors from Europe, the Americas, Africa, and the Far East. Odessans of all nationalities, classes, and faiths mingled in a traditional evening stroll, promenading along wide boulevards, enjoying the balmy sea air, and pausing for free concerts in the city’s many small parks.


One of Odessa’s oldest buildings was the theater, completed in the first decade of the 19th century. In 1810, its famous opera house, designed by the French architect Jean-François Thomas de Thomon and seating more than sixteen hundred (in a city of only thirty thousand), opened. It was there that Saul would introduce each of his children to the performances of great visiting musicians, often purchasing a single standing-room ticket and holding a child on his shoulders.


At the time of Saul and Gitel’s marriage, Jews accounted for one-third of the city’s population. Odessa was part of the Pale of Settlement, a strip of land running from Poland and Lithuania to the Black Sea. In 1791, Catherine the Great had declared that Russian Jews had to live within the borders of the Pale, trapping them in this vast, impoverished territory on the periphery of the empire. Most of the Pale was composed of half-starving rural settlements, or shtetels, and a handful of Polish, Lithuanian, and Ukrainian cities long past their prime. By creating the Pale, Catherine not only helped solve what many Russians considered the “Jewish problem” but in the South at least it helped populate sparsely occupied territories and establish commercial control over areas that had been annexed from the Ottoman Empire.


But Odessa was a growing metropolis, offering employment as well as the chance for Jews to meld unnoticed into the city’s multicultural social life. Jews flocked to the city from elsewhere in the Pale and some even prospered. At the peak of their success, Jewish entrepreneurs held about half of the city’s trading and manufacturing licenses and they dominated the business of exporting Russian grain to Europe. An Odessa-based Jewish firm, Rabinowitch and Co., was the first Russian company to trade with China. Restrictions on Jewish employment in Russia were relaxed in Odessa, and Jews became doctors, pharmacists, lawyers, bankers, innkeepers, and bakers. The imperial government permitted the first Russian-Jewish school to open in Odessa in 1826 and the first Jewish newspaper was published there in 1860.
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But Lea’s memories and a handful of success stories belied a more complex reality for most Odessan Jews. One-third of the city’s Jewish families were poor enough to need food assistance on the Holy Days and one-fifth were destitute. Poverty and overcrowding worsened as Jews were expelled from Moscow, St. Petersburg, and rural Ukraine and fled to the relative safety of Odessa. Saul and Gitel, with their tiny apartment and struggling piano business, were considered solidly middle class by the standards of Jewish Odessa.




Special Taxes on Jews in the Russian Empire


Tax on kosher slaughter


Tax on the sale of kosher meat


Tax on rental income


Tax on profits and dividends on a business


Tax on owning a printing press


Legacy duties


Fee for lighting candles on the Sabbath


Fee for wearing a yarmulke





Like all Russian Jews, the Luboshutzes were considered “aliens” (inorodzhi) under Russian law and they enjoyed “privileges” bestowed by the Tsar, rather than rights. These privileges were defined by a thicket of decrees, regulations, instructions, clarifications, orders, and amendments. An 1889 compilation of the rules pertaining to Jews in Russia ran to 290 pages. Jews were not allowed to own land and they were barred from the military officer corps, the civil service, academia, and the judiciary. They paid special taxes on kosher meat, yarmulkes, Sabbath candles, rental income, and business profits. Even worse, the Jews of Odessa were periodically targeted by mob violence. The term pogrom originated in Odessa, where Jews were attacked by Greeks in 1821 and 1859 and by Russians in 1871.


The most terrifying pogrom of the 19th century occurred in 1881—the year of Gitel’s marriage to Saul. For weeks, rumors circulated that Jews had been behind the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in St. Petersburg. Well aware of the tensions around them, Jews tried to stay behind closed doors. But it was impossible to avoid work, shopping, and attending services. Eventually, armed gangs appeared, attracting growing mobs as they roamed the streets searching for Jews, including women, children, and the elderly. The mobs were ruthless and often murderous. If they couldn’t find Jews to assault, they burned and ransacked Jewish homes and businesses. As usual with Russian pogroms, the police either stood by or joined the attackers, leaving Jews without any protection at all.


In an eerie foreshadowing of 20th-century Europe, Odessa in the spring of 1881 turned overnight from a center of culture, tolerance, and globalism into a bloodbath for the Jews. It was probably at this point that Gitel and Saul vowed do whatever was necessary to take the children of their union out of the Pale of Settlement.


According to family legend, Saul wanted to have children, but Gitel told him they had to wait until the “business” was established. Saul had no head for business, nor any interest in it. It was Gitel who rode the horse cart down the streets of Odessa, shouting, “Pianos for sale; does anyone have a piano for sale?” When she found an instrument she could afford, it was Gitel who arranged to have it loaded onto the cart and then unloaded at their two-room apartment, often getting her younger brother Mischa to assist. It was Gitel who arranged for repairs. Her customers were other poor Jews, so there was little room for markup. Often all she allowed was a polishing of the keys and buffing up of the exterior, the only jobs she felt she could entrust to Saul.


Gitel’s greatest challenge was not in finding pianos, nor in selling them. She was a salesperson at heart. Her problem was Saul. Gitel knew that cleaning a piano and making it look good took little work and virtually no money. But as a musician, Saul knew what was inside the piano—the sound board, the strings, the action—and he knew that many of Gitel’s pianos were worth little more than the price of firewood. According to my grandmother, Lea, who wrote about her parents in her memoir, the two fought constantly about Gitel’s aggressive pricing, and he undermined her by warning potential customers. His unfortunate tendency to tell the truth drove Gitel to distraction, so she often insisted that he go off to the synagogue when she expected a customer.


“Go to the synagogue.” It was a great family joke when I was growing up. Whenever someone told my great-uncle Pierre that he wasn’t doing something right, he would laugh and say, “Go to the synagogue; I am busy.” He remembered his mother’s constant refrain to his father. He would say it in jest to his sister (my grandmother), even though she had not set foot in a synagogue in years.


According to Lea, Saul was scrupulously honest in other ways. He knew that they were supposed to purchase a permit to sell pianos and that a tax was due once the instruments were sold. Gitel felt that she made little enough on these transactions to bother with additional expenses and details. She told Saul to mind his business—she would get her brother Mischa to help. Saul’s job teaching violin brought in just about enough to keep him in the cigarettes that he smoked constantly and to allow him to give a few kopecks to beggars, which, as a good Jew, he always felt he should do. It was Gitel who paid for everything else. If Saul wanted a family, Gitel knew that it would be her responsibility to find the support. And find it she did. Within three years, she had saved enough to tell Saul she was ready for a child. Their prayers were soon answered with a first child—Lea, my grandmother.


Boy Child in the Jerusalem of the North
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While I knew a great deal about my grandmother and her family, I knew almost nothing about my grandfather Onissim Goldovsky. His photograph hung on my wall, so I was familiar with his face. As to what he was like as a person, my grandmother had described him in almost mythic terms, but there were few facts to go along with this Godlike image. Part of the problem was that so many years had elapsed since his life and death. He was a generation older than Lea—indeed, Onissim was born the same year as Lea’s mother, Gitel, though she lived a much longer life and moved to America. Onissim died in Russia in 1922, a few years after the Revolution, so it was no easy task to go back to 1865 to trace his roots. And there was another problem: For all the years I was growing up, there had been a reticence in the older generation of my family to talk about him. There were clearly secrets they did not wish to share.


When I finally started digging into the historical record, I was astonished. Onissim had been famous—an important figure about whom one could construct a verifiable and impressive résumé. I did not need the kind of family stories that described Lea and her forebears—many of which I often questioned anyway. In Onissim’s case, there was published material—much of it written by Onissim himself (including at least one article considered important enough to be reprinted a century after his death). I learned that he spent evenings with literary lions like Lev Tolstoy and Maxim Gorky in Russia and Émile Zola in France. There were his political speeches, letters, various diaries. If I needed extra validation, there was the fact that in the early 20th century, an American journalist, Herman Bernstein, traveled to Moscow to interview him as one of the potential leaders of the new Russia for the New York Herald. Wherever I pulled at a thread of information, there would be a ball of string. And the more I learned about Onissim, the better I understood why my grandmother, who was still an adolescent when her love affair with the much older man began, had worshipped him. I could understand why she wanted to link her life with his and had been willing to make serious personal compromises in order to do so.


Though Gitel and Onissim—each a first child—were both born in 1865, other details of their births were quite different. If Gitel came from a poor family in Odessa and her birth had been something of a disappointment, Onissim’s birth in Vilnius, a city more than 700 miles north of Odessa, was a celebrated event.* Onissim’s father, Boris Isaakovich Goldovsky, was an established man of business. He and his wife, Rosa Onissimovna Goldovsky, were thrilled that their firstborn was a son. In good Jewish tradition, the boy was named for a deceased grandfather, in this case Rosa’s father.2


Though Onissim’s parents could be optimistic about his prospects given their social and economic position, historical forces were producing headwinds. In 1865, Vilnius was a city nostalgic for its illustrious past and a place growing increasingly hostile to Jewish families like the Goldovskys. It had once been the capital of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and the cultural capital of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. During the Middle Ages, the Commonwealth was considered one of the Great Powers, stretching from the Baltic to the Black Sea and rivaling Russia, the Holy Roman Empire, and the Habsburg Empire for dominance of Eastern Europe. More important for our story, it was also the most tolerant state in Europe, welcoming Polish Catholics, Orthodox Russians, Lutherans, Jews, and even a handful of Muslims. Special laws protected Jews’ rights to practice their religion and maintain their customs, including the right to do business on Sundays.


Throughout the Middle Ages, Jewish communities fleeing persecution in Germany, Italy, Spain, Portugal, and Hungary settled in Vilnius. In 1648, a wave of refugees arrived from nearby Ukraine, where a Cossack uprising had killed more than 100,000 Jews. For these refugees, Vilnius was the “Jerusalem of the North” (Yerushalaim d’Lita)—a place where they could preserve their traditions and produce some of the most important scholarship of the era. Kabballah, Hasidism, Orthodox Judaism, Zionism, and Jewish Socialism were all born in Lithuania.


The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, however, was less a melting pot than a patchwork of cultures. The Jews, like the Catholics and the Lutherans, generally kept to themselves. Visitors described Vilnius’s Jewish Quarter as an exotic microcosm of the centuries-old Jewish lifestyle. Residents spoke Yiddish, followed ancient styles of dress, and observed daily, weekly, and yearly rituals. While few were wealthy, Vilnius’s Jews made reasonable livings as shopkeepers, traders, innkeepers, and doctors. The vast majority of Lithuanian Jews, however, lived in the countryside, in small villages called “shtetls.” By the middle of the 18th century, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was home to a quarter of the Jews in Europe, approximately 700,000 people.


Everything changed in 1795, when the Commonwealth was partitioned and the Russian Empire claimed Lithuania. Vilnius and most of the surrounding countryside were integrated into the Pale of Settlement and subjected to harsh Russification measures designed to stamp out any vestiges of Polish or Jewish nationalism. Before Onissim’s birth, but within the lifetimes of his parents, Jewish self-government was abolished and Jewish schools were forced to teach their students in Russian. Traditional clothes and sidelocks were banned. Jewish boys became subject to conscription into the Russian army and a whole profession of official kidnappers emerged, charged with tracking down boys who tried to escape the draft. Vilnius was flooded with Russian soldiers and secret police who were notorious for stealing from Jewish shops and harassing Jews on the street.


By the time Onissim was born, the Jews of Vilnius, like the Jews of Odessa, were aspiring above all to escape “beyond the Pale.” For all the differences between them, both Onissim’s and Lea’s parents understood that achievement, as well as wealth, could be the answer and both saw in their firstborn children the opportunity for a better life.


Onissim was sixteen and attending school in Moscow when the 1881 pogroms broke out across the Pale of Settlement. Vilnius was spared the worst of the violence. But repression, discrimination, and industrialization combined to impoverish Jewish communities across the Pale, and Vilnius’s Jewish Quarter was gradually transformed into a ghetto of hopelessness and despair. Onissim Goldovsky had to excel if he wanted to be free of the turmoil.


A Troubled Family


[image: images]


My grandmother Lea and my grandfather Onissim both came from intensely ambitious Jewish families. Lea’s, as it turned out, was also an intensely loyal and loving one. Onissim’s was not. In time, I would understand why Onissim came to crave a kind of familial warmth and harmony that his own family lacked. It was clearly something that attracted him to Lea.


Onissim’s father, my great-grandfather Boris Goldovsky, was a serious man and a strict father, a wealthy Jew by Vilnius standards. He was a Merchant of the Second Guild, which was a status so far above that of Saul Luboshutz (a so-called petty bourgeois) that the Luboshutz and Katzman families could barely imagine it. Boris had considerable capital and a comfortable position for a Jew in business—equivalent to an upper-middle-class life today. He enjoyed various economic and political privileges, including the right to purchase an exemption from military service. His three children were all sons—something that must have pleased the ambitious father.


Onissim’s brother Ignatz was a year younger and for some reason went by the English nickname John as transliterated into Russian. The other brother Mikhael (Mischa) was three years younger. All three sons would become professionally successful as their father had hoped, but also serious and taciturn. There was little levity in the household and an absence of family harmony appears to date from the time the boys were quite young and lost their mother, Rosa. Onissim, the oldest, was only five. Boris had remarried almost immediately and the children lived with the new couple. But Rosa had not died; Boris had had an adulterous love affair,3 which resulted in his divorcing Rosa and marrying his paramour, Anna Osipovna Garkavi. He did not permit Rosa to see the children again for years.


Here then was a clue to Onissim’s later behavior and feelings about women and family. His father had divorced his mother and banished her in order to be with someone else. In Russia at that time, men had the power to do such things. But Onissim knew it was wrong—especially the banishing part. While he too would find himself straddled between a wife and a lover (who turned out to be my grandmother, Lea), he would be unable to make a break with either of them for many years. My mother would be one of the products of that ambivalence.


Unsurprisingly, Onissim and his brothers never liked Anna. She was a poor substitute for their real mother. She did not care much for the boys and was often unkind and angry—the classic profile of a wicked stepmother. From an early age, Onissim was the protector and surrogate caregiver for his younger brothers, and here again was another clue. As Onissim grew older he would develop a philosophy of life and politics shaped around the idea of caring not only for members of one’s family, but more generally for one’s fellow man.


Onissim never forgave Anna for usurping his mother’s place in the family, according to diary entries of Onissim’s wife, Rashel Khin. On the occasion of his father and stepmother’s twenty-fifth anniversary on January 19, 1896, Onissim “was almost dying when he had to make the official congratulatory ‘speech’ to Anna Osipovna. He HAD to pronounce words that he knew were false, to appear joyful, to kiss her . . . All this so as not to spoil his father’s holiday—his father who is now an ill and miserable hypochondriac.” The entry goes on: “Their mother is still alive and . . . she still cannot forget that her oldest children were taken away from her. It was a torture for her. There are no boundaries to human hypocrisy and treachery.”4


The day after Anna finally died, on January 28, 1909, another diary entry reads: “Anna Osipovna died yesterday. She was seriously ill for a long time. During her illness and her life she was always angry with everyone, she was never pleased. She never said anything kind to anyone.” And then on February 25, she added, “The death of that awful woman surfaced countless poisoned memories from the bottom of his [Onissim’s] soul.” Such was the unhappy household in which my grandfather Onissim grew up.


Onissim’s brothers possessed the same strong intellect that allowed each to surmount their Vilnius roots but their personalities reflected the general unhappiness of the family. From some 1902 diary entries I learned that John had later married and had a single child, a daughter.5 Soon after, his wife left him because, as Onissim put it, John was “kind, rigorously honest, but stubborn and narrow-minded.”


Onissim’s youngest brother, Mischa, was described by Onissim’s wife of later years as “rough and harsh.”6 There is information about his university years in Moscow (including a handsome photograph) and a much later reference to both brothers in a letter Onissim wrote in 1918. The letter indicated that brother Misha had had four children and that John’s daughter may have been a doctor (or studying for a medical career, as she would have been fairly young). There was also a reference elsewhere indicating that Misha became a chemist. A successful family that had realized their father’s ambitions . . . but in many ways, an unhappy one. And perhaps the father was largely to blame.


Onissim’s father made sure he went to the best schools; but significantly, he also made Onissim study piano and practice it very seriously. Boris wanted his son to become successful in business or pursue one of the professions that were then opening to Jews. But music as an avocation would show his cultural sophistication. In time, Onissim became an excellent pianist, and music became a lifelong passion, a third clue as to how his life would intersect with the Luboshutzes, who were merely poor Jews from Odessa.


Onissim was sent to Moscow for high school and college and, in 1883, he began his studies at Moscow Imperial University† in physics and mathematics. A year later, he switched to history and philology, and after passing his exams, ended up in law school, undoubtedly under the influence of a lawyer uncle. He was granted a permit to live in Moscow through 1887 as a law student and settled on Milutinskyi Lane, a street that still exists in the city. His uncle, though Jewish, had the requisite permit to live in Moscow and was there to provide help if necessary.


Although there were not yet quotas on Jewish students, Jews still faced discrimination at all Russian universities, so it was a major family event when Onissim entered the law department of the oldest and most prestigious institution of higher learning in Russia. Onissim must have been exceptionally talented to be admitted to Moscow University’s intensely competitive law department, and he was fortunate to be exposed to a rich and expansive curriculum, at least initially. Liberal reforms of legal education had led to a broad array of subjects that now included Roman law, international law, canon law, criminal justice, civil justice, and constitutional or state law. And the curriculum went considerably beyond legal subjects; it included statistics, a philosophy course on Immanuel Kant, and a course on Shakespeare’s Macbeth, taught by Russia’s greatest Shakespeare scholar, Nikolai Storozhenko, who would become Onissim’s lifelong friend.


Thus, by the time he graduated from Moscow University on December 1, 1887, Onissim Goldovsky could boast of being a true Renaissance man with one of the finest educations available anywhere in the world. His education would be one of the most significant influences on his later life and career, and would influence Lea in important ways. His education, his worldliness, his wealth—these were all things that she wanted. But in order to get them, she would pay a price.
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* Onissim’s birth is recorded as January 6, 1865. However, in Russia, the Julian calendar (Old Style) was used until February 14, 1918. Dates in the Julian calendar differ somewhat from those in use today throughout the world—the so-called Gregorian calendar (or New Style).  Unless otherwise indicated, all Russian dates prior to February 14, 1918, are given according to the Julian calendar (or Old Style dates). Onissim’s birthday according to our current calendar would be January 18. [For those interested, simple conversion tables are provided on the Internet.]


† This was the name of the institution from its founding in 1755 until 1917. It is now called Moscow State University. Coincidentally, this was the school where my great-uncle Nikolai Shereshevsky studied medicine a few years later. Shereshevsky delivered all of Onissim’s children, including my mother.




I


THE MUSIC BEGINS


Allegretto ben moderato


(1885 to 1903)
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César Franck returned to the sonata for violin and piano in 1885. Inspiration came immediately this time and the work took only a few weeks to complete. Franck dedicated it to one of the world’s great violinists, his fellow countryman, Eugène Ysaÿe. The timing was perfect as the sonata was ready for Ysaÿe to play on his wedding day, September 26, 1886. Legend has it that rather than prepare for the wedding in a more conventional way, the violinist spent considerable time rehearsing the difficult piece with one of the wedding guests, a pianist. The reaction of the bride, Louise Bourdeau de Coutrai, can only be imagined.


Three months later, the two musicians gave their first public performance of the sonata as the finale of a long afternoon program. By the time they were ready to perform it, the hall was so dark that the two performers had to play it from memory. That did not restrain the crowd. Like so many audiences in ensuing years, they were wildly enthusiastic. Ysaÿe immediately added César Franck’s sonata to his repertoire and played it in recitals all over the world. It was during one of Ysaÿe’s tours of Russia that Onissim Goldovsky and, later, members of the Luboshutz family heard the work for the first time. It would change their lives.


The first movement of the sonata has been called “gentle and sweetly reflective.” According to Ysaÿe in his letter to the composer, it is “one long caress, a gentle awakening on a summer morning; it is a miracle!”


Lea in the Shimmering City


[image: images]


Katherine and Saul Luboshutz’s “miracle” took shape on February 10, 1885, with the birth of a daughter whom they named Lea—my grandmother. Saul was especially ecstatic. By the time Lea was two, the same year my grandfather Onissim graduated from Moscow University, Saul decided without any real evidence that Lea was the musical prodigy he had longed for. Saul and Gitel had not forgotten the 1881 pogrom and their vow to leave. Lea could make their name famous throughout Russia and provide a way out of the Pale of Settlement. Gitel shared Saul’s dream, though more practically, she made sure Lea kept Saul distracted and out of the way of the piano business.


There was only one way that Saul and Gitel’s dream of getting beyond the Pale to a “better place” could be realistic. Jews who had accomplished this feat had done so through great wealth or extraordinary talent and there was no way a piano business was going to lead them to sufficient riches to impress the authorities. Thus, it was important for Saul and Gitel to learn whether Lea had musical talent as quickly as possible and, if so, figure out how to nurture it. As soon as she could stand on her own two feet, Lea was taught by Saul to hold herself erect, her head tilted slightly up with pride, and to always look her best in every way. Her remarkable deportment and appearance were qualities she retained for the rest of her life. At the same time, she learned to hold a tiny violin and bow and by the time she turned four and Saul was ready to teach her to play the instrument, Lea’s posture and hand positions were well established.


She made rapid progress within months. But Saul was relentless. Mastering the music was not enough. If Lea was to succeed, she had to play before audiences so that performing came naturally. Neighbors were summoned to listen. By the time Lea started school at age five, she had enough repertoire to fill a whole program—so her parents organized a concert for her. To prepare, she dutifully memorized little piece after little piece. Gentle Saul, whom everyone loved, was almost unrecognizable as a taskmaster, although my grandmother insists he always criticized constructively.


The conditions under which Lea practiced are almost unimaginable. The family lived in two rooms with windows that opened onto a dank courtyard. As Lea described it fifty years later, “The sun never penetrated, and the rooms were always gloomy and damp. During the winter we had to use a lamp from early in the morning until it was time to retire. The only source of heat was from a little stove which was used with great economy . . . Rising at six I quickly dressed, ate a hasty breakfast, and then practiced although my hands were nearly frozen.”1


After her early practice and breakfast, she left the cold house for the relative warmth of the outside (even on cold days, outside seemed warmer). She went to school, came home, practiced two more hours, had a one-course dinner, did her schoolwork, practiced another hour, and finally went to bed. That was the routine day after day. The one exception was Friday. On that day, Gitel scrubbed the house, polished the silver candlesticks, cooked a delicious meal, spread the table with a beautiful white cloth, and recited prayers along with Saul before consuming chicken, piroshki (meat-filled buns), gefilte fish with horseradish, and sweet pastries. Even more special was the annual seder (or Passover meal) at which Gitel’s father, the rabbi, presided and other family members crowded into their tiny apartment.


Lea’s first “concert,” as her parents insisted on calling it, was preceded by countless performances in front of visitors. By the time she appeared before her school audience, she was more excited about the new ribbon in her hair than she was nervous about the performance. She played every piece she had ever learned, as people insisted on encores. From that moment on, she decided that she loved to perform. Never again, though, would performing be so easy and enjoyable. The more she learned and the more she mastered her instrument, the harder it became.


Meanwhile, Saul believed that another important component of Lea’s training was exposure to great musicians who made their way to Odessa. No matter the cost, Saul either purchased a ticket and held Lea on his lap or stood in the back of the hall holding her high enough to see. According to Lea’s memoir, when the world-famous Pablo de Sarasate came to town sometime in the early 1890s, Saul was particularly excited. This man, he told Lea, was considered among the greatest violinists of all time. After the concert, Saul quizzed Lea about what she had heard. Trying to impress her father, she told him that she had heard a false F-sharp in the performance of one of Sarasate’s own compositions, and that she was surprised the master could play even one note out of tune.


Saul was enraged. He had expected her to admire and study the divine playing of the great man, not to look for wrong notes. This lesson was not lost on the young child; and for the rest of her life, Lea would admire what was good about performances, avoiding negative criticism. Except with her own students, when critiquing was part of her job, she wanted to be positive. I was always amazed, as I was growing up, by my grandmother’s ability to find something to praise, even at concerts that weren’t all that great. When a particular performance was awful, I wondered what she could possibly say. She would throw her arms around the dejected performer and remark in an excited voice, “Dah-ling, how you played!”


It was probably during one of Eugène Ysaÿe’s concert tours of Russia that Lea and her father heard him play Franck’s violin and piano sonata. In later life, she never said when she first heard it, and now I regret that I never asked her. What is certain is that before she was thirteen, she was not only familiar with the piece but also determined both to learn it and someday study it with Ysaÿe.


When my grandmother reached the age of eight, Saul realized he was out of his depth. Lea required both a better teacher and an environment where she would be seen and heard by important people who could help her advance in the fiercely competitive music world. Saul and Gitel were hardly the only parents who claimed they had a “wunderkind” on their hands. Countless Jewish families believed that their children were at least as talented as Lea. The joke in Odessa was: “How do you know which of your neighbors’ children will become a successful mathematician?” Answer: “The one not carrying a violin case.”


In their attempt to find a great teacher and mentor, the family had extraordinarily good luck. Emil Mlynarski was teaching at the Odessa Conservatory. Mlynarski had studied under Leopold Auer, the greatest living violin pedagogue in Russia. Lea played for Mlynarski and immediately he arranged for a scholarship so that she could study with him. The lessons took place every Sunday in his private home, the likes of which Lea had never even dreamed. The Mlynarskis seemed extravagantly rich. Here Lea not only learned the violin but became fluent in French, the language of the household. Mlynarski’s wife and mother both took a shine to the eight-year-old and wanted to give her the polish she would need to complement her violin playing. Special clothes were purchased for these occasions, including Lea’s first pair of patent leather shoes. On Sunday mornings at the Luboshutz home, water was boiled for Lea’s bath and her mother dressed her carefully and thoroughly brushed her hair. For poor Jews, this connection was too important to be careless.


Thus began the first of Lea’s many transformations from a poor Jewish girl to an elegant and refined woman. At the Mlynarskis, she not only studied how to play the violin, she began to acquire the manners, the demeanor, and the sophistication of the wealthy.


Sex and Politics
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While Lea was toiling away in Odessa, Onissim was making an alarming discovery in Moscow. There were at least two things that could reliably get a young man in trouble—women and politics—and he had difficulties on both counts. It all began when, still a university student, he decided to spend a summer vacation visiting his fellow student Vasily Rozanov and his wife.


Rozanov was an unusual character. He had been raised by his devoutly Russian Orthodox mother in a tiny town near present-day Nizhny Novgorod. Later, he studied history and philology at Moscow University, graduating the year before Onissim matriculated. Like many university graduates of his era, Rozanov was sent by the Ministry of Education to a teaching job in the provinces. His assignment was Bryansk, a town of sixteen thousand located 250 miles southwest of Moscow in Russia’s “black earth” agricultural region. When Rozanov moved to Bryansk in 1882, he took along his wife of two years, Apollinaria (Polina) Suslova.


Polina loved men. The more the merrier. She liked them smart, she liked them dark, and she liked them young. Thirty-eight years old at the time of her marriage to the twenty-two-year-old Rozanov, Polina was the daughter of a former serf who had managed to become wealthy as a merchant and manufacturer. She became notorious in the 1860s for her tempestuous affair with Fyodor Dostoyevsky. She left the novelist for a young Spanish student. After a short time, she left him for Rozanov. Rozanov’s life with Polina in Bryansk was difficult, to put it mildly. She threw temper tantrums and berated Rozanov in public, ridiculing his writing and accusing him of having affairs with his students. She both flirted with and insulted his colleagues at the school where he taught. She flaunted her wealth, wearing expensive silk gowns and handing out piles of cash to the locals.


Polina, as it turned out, was good friends with Onissim’s stepmother, Anna. No doubt desperate for company, Polina suggested to Anna that she encourage Onissim to accept an invitation to visit during the summer vacation. Though his unsavory stepmother’s recommendation was hardly an enticement, getting out of Moscow was, and Onissim accepted, spending his 1886 summer vacation in Bryansk. Over the course of those weeks, Onissim and Rozanov developed a deeper friendship. Vasily, smart, unconventional, and flamboyant, was in the throes of developing a philosophical system that would make him famous as an advocate of spiritualism, spontaneity, and free love. How much more could a young man like Onissim want from a friend and mentor?


Both Onissim and Rozanov were anomalies. Both had been accepted at Moscow University and both succeeded there because of talent and brains, not family connections. Although Onissim was comfortably well off, he was still a Jewish merchant’s son from Vilnius, a status far below that of the nobility surrounding him at the university. Rozanov came from a family of low-ranked civil servants and had become impoverished when his father died. It was only natural that these two outsiders were drawn to each other.


Onissim’s growing friendship with Rozanov was soon overshadowed by the machinations of the increasingly erratic Polina. Exactly what happened is a matter of speculation.2 One source says that my grandfather fell in love with a piano student named Aleksandra Petrovna Popova. But Polina also had her eye on Onissim. He was, apparently, exactly her type—young and brilliant, like Rozanov and Dostoyevsky, but darkly handsome, like her Spanish ex-lover. Polina encouraged her husband’s solitary writing while imposing herself on Onissim and Aleksandra, taking long walks with them through the woods and fields and once even joining them on an ambitious expedition by boat to the Svensky Monastery, several miles from Bryansk across the Desna River. Despite her efforts, Rozanov’s close friend, the poet Zinaida Gippius, reported later that Onissim firmly rejected Polina’s advances.3


Onissim returned to the university in the fall, ready to focus exclusively on academics. But Polina was not accustomed to being rejected by men and she was angry. She told Onissim’s stepmother, Anna, about Onissim’s relationship with Aleksandra—“one of those girls who is lovable only in bed.” When there was no response, Polina turned up the heat, writing to Onissim’s father and accusing Onissim of having made inappropriate advances toward Anna, who had also visited that summer. Boris, knowing that Onissim could not abide his wife and realizing that Polina was not a dependable reporter of facts, did not respond and never mentioned the letter to his son. Polina was now furious and bent on revenge. Fortuitously for her, the perfect opportunity presented itself. She found a letter from Onissim to her husband, criticizing Tsar Alexander III and his university reforms.


This seemingly innocuous letter was dangerous because the political environment had changed in Russia in recent history. Onissim had grown up under the relatively benign rule of the “reforming tsar,” Alexander II (reigned 1855–1881). Shocked by Russia’s defeat in the Crimean War, Alexander decided that Russia had to be modernized, and he looked to Europe for models. In 1862, he abolished serfdom, ending a way of life that had been fundamental to Russia for centuries. He also established elected councils called zemstvos, with some authority over local affairs, and he permitted—within limits—freedom of speech. Numerous political groups formed during this time, including Narodnaya Volya (The People’s Will), a radical organization with the express goal of overthrowing the Tsar.


In 1881, a member of Narodnaya Volya assassinated Alexander II, throwing two bombs under his carriage as he drove through St. Petersburg. Alexander II was succeeded by his second son, Alexander III (ruled 1881–1894). The first son, Nicholas, had been expected to assume the throne and had been trained accordingly but died of meningitis shortly before the assassination, leaving Alexander III a role he neither understood nor wanted. Charles Lowe, the Russia correspondent for the London Times, described the new Tsar as a “bull” in human form—tall, thickset, and muscular. He was fired by his passionate ambition to impose upon Russia an ideology of nationalism, strict loyalty to the Orthodox Church, and absolute autocracy. Alexander III’s thirteen-year reign saw the proliferation of the Okhrana (secret police); the arrest, imprisonment, or execution of thousands of political suspects; and the brutal persecution of ethnic and religious minorities.


Convinced that impressionable students and their liberal-minded professors were behind the wave of political terrorism that had swept Russia and killed his father, Alexander III imposed the iron grip of the police state on all aspects of student life. This included the University Statutes, a set of harsh rules designed to extinguish the slightest spark of campus dissent. Potentially subversive courses, such as international constitutional law, were canceled. Demanding new courses that emphasized rote memorization were imposed on all academic departments. Law was particularly affected, and law faculties were purged of suspected liberals. At Moscow University, two of the most popular professors, Sergei Muromtsev (one of Onissim’s favorites) and Maksim Kovalevsky, were forced out and barred from teaching in any Russian university.


These reforms were deeply offensive to the principles of academic freedom. But they were also distressing to the students for more prosaic reasons. New coursework and examination requirements were imposed with no advance notice. The new law school course load, designed to keep students busy and out of trouble, was so heavy that even the Ministry of Justice complained that the students weren’t coping. The purge of liberals left faculties short-staffed, and up to a quarter of university teaching positions were filled by poorly qualified temporary professors.


Sometime in late 1886, five years into Alexander III’s reign and a few months into Polina’s frustrated campaign to ruin Onissim’s reputation, the young man wrote the fateful letter to Rozanov, complaining about the university reforms. The Tsar’s policies were causing “chaos” [bezporyadok] in the universities, he told his friend. Furthermore, according to Rozanov’s memoirs, Onissim “sharply criticized the beginning of the tsar’s reign” (durno vyrazil’sya o nachalye tsarstvovaniya).4 According to a later police report, the letter closed with the words: “People! Crocodiles! Bryzgalovs [University Inspector of Students]! Rectors! Ministers! Bosses! Hyenas! Scoundrels!; You speak in the languages of slaves!”5 Clearly this series of insults was directed at the new university administrators and indirectly to the higher-ups whose policies they were carrying out.


Polina now had what she wanted—an instrument of revenge. She sent the letter to the secret police along with an anonymous one of her own, which she signed “An Outraged Mother.” She accused Onissim not only of the slanderous crimes against the state that his letter made manifest but also of further abuse of women. She soon got the results she was after. Onissim’s letter, based on its contents, was grounds for the police to suspect him of illegal activity and perhaps of belonging to an illegal political society. Accordingly, an official inquiry was launched by the Moscow Regional Gendarmes as to whether Onissim was guilty of a crime under Article 250 of the administrative code.


In the course of the inquiry, a search was made of Onissim’s apartment, and it turned up two documents that were banned in Russia—materials for a biography of Tsar Paul I and a letter from Alexander Herzen to the Russian ambassador in London with a response to comments by the political conservative Shedo-Ferroti. Onissim was called in for questioning. His legal skills were already in good form and he presented an articulate defense. Since much hung on who was being criticized, Onissim focused on the text of the letter, particularly on the word gosudari (bosses). In older usage, its definition was “feudal lords” and in the singular it could stand for the Tsar himself. In the 1880s, it meant any higher-ups. According to the police report, Onissim explained “that the harsh terms he used with respect to the new system at the university did not refer to the Special Lord Emperor, and that this was evidenced by his use of the plural of the word gosudari.” As far as the foreign brochures found in his apartment, “Goldovsky said that he found them while sorting out old books and had no explanation of how they had come into his possession.” The authorities were surprisingly lenient. Given that “no unfavorable information exists with respect to Goldovsky’s political leanings” and since Onissim had no criminal record, he was given what basically amounted to a hand slap—a two-month prison sentence.


For a long time, I wondered how Onissim had been so lucky. Given the political climate of the time, his punishment seemed light, especially for a Jew. Then in 2018, the explanation came in the form of a copy of the actual police report that my Russian cousin Sveta Kuzin, who was helping me with my research, had located in the State Historical Archive in St. Petersburg. In doing their work, the police had made a serious mistake. In the report, Onissim is described as “a student at Moscow Imperial University, of the [Russian] Orthodox religion, and literate.” One simple error—describing Onissim as a Christian rather than a Jew—may have been the defining event in his life. But for police incompetence, the world might never have heard of Onissim Goldovsky again.


Despite the light punishment, Polina was delighted. She told Rozanov that Onissim was a dangerous felon and pressured him never to meet with the younger man again; Rozanov refused her demand. Shortly after Onissim’s release from prison, Rozanov offered to visit his young friend in Moscow. At first, Onissim rebuffed him, believing that it was Rozanov who was responsible for his imprisonment. When the confusion was cleared up, Onissim and Rozanov were reunited and met in Moscow to discuss the (paltry) sales of Rozanov’s recently published book, On Understanding. By incredible coincidence, a friend of Polina’s spotted the two men dining together and reported back to her. Polina left Rozanov permanently, although she refused to give him a divorce and they remained married for the rest of his life.


Onissim’s luck held. Despite the police action, he was not expelled from the university, which was a huge break. He was still a second-class citizen in Russia due to his Jewish roots and, like any Jew, he needed a permit to live in Moscow. If he had been expelled, his permit would have been revoked and he would have had to return to Vilnius, where conditions continued to deteriorate. In 1882, the year before Onissim matriculated, Tsar Alexander III had announced the infamous May Laws, which barred Jews from living in the countryside or owning land. The Jews who had lived for generations in the shtetls were forced to abandon their land, workshops, stores, and inns and move to the cities. Vilnius, already in a severe economic downturn, could not absorb so many internal refugees. The Jewish Quarter became dangerously overcrowded as families took in destitute friends and relatives. Poverty, unemployment, and disease were now the norm.


Jewish existence, even in Moscow, was becoming more precarious. Alexander III’s policy of “Russia for the Russians” was so punitive that his top advisor, Konstantin Pobedonostsev (1827–1907), predicted matter-of-factly that “one third [of Russia’s Jews] will be converted; one third will emigrate; and the other third will die of hunger.”6 The policies also targeted Roman Catholics, Lutherans, and ethnic Germans, but none were persecuted so violently as the Jews. At Onissim’s university, quotas were imposed limiting Jewish students to 3 percent of total enrollment and all the Jewish professors were fired. In 1888, four hundred Jewish secondary-school graduates passed the university entrance exam, but only seventy-four were accepted by Russian universities and none were admitted to Moscow University. Official discrimination was compounded by devastating pogroms carried out by criminal gangs with the tacit support of the police.


The impact of the university reforms on Onissim’s academic life, his summer in Bryansk, and his brief but terrifying run-in with the secret police all shaped his emerging political views. He decided early on he would join the opposition, but deciding which branch to join was more complicated. The opposition was divided by one vital question: Was the initial step forward to be economic or political? The far left, which included rural-oriented Social Revolutionaries and the more urban Socialists, believed that the foundational problem in Russia was the unequal distribution of wealth. For them, a revolutionary program would start with the redistribution of property—first and foremost, the redistribution of land from the wealthy gentry and aristocrats to the peasants. The liberals, on the other hand, argued that political reform—specifically, electoral democracy and a rights-based Constitution—had to come first. Economic reforms should be designed by representative political institutions. In the end, Onissim supported the political approach.


As a teacher in Bryansk, Rozanov told Onissim he had been shocked by the terrible poverty of the peasantry. While many intellectuals of that generation idealized the peasantry for their supposed spiritualism, simplicity, and natural egalitarianism, Rozanov was more clear-eyed. He told Onissim that his students from peasant families were utterly lacking in self-discipline and ambition. He was outraged by what he considered the laziness of the locals, complaining that they had no interest in improving their lots in life and spent most of their time gambling, drinking, and gossiping. For Onissim, who was more politically inclined than Rozanov, it must have been clear that rural poverty had to be addressed, but that a sudden redistribution of agricultural land to the brutalized and undereducated peasantry was not the answer. When Onissim returned to Moscow from Bryansk, and then emerged from prison months later, toughened but unbowed, he was already committed to the liberal views about political reform that would define the rest of his life.


My discovery of the emergence of Onissim Goldovsky’s strong political views and his commitment to liberal reform answered a question that had remained long unanswered in my effort to understand Lea. Though professing to be apolitical, her autobiography is replete with statements reflecting views similar to those of Onissim. Even her view of the Soviet Union and its political philosophy was evenhanded—quite a surprise to me, given the treatment of the immediate family by the Soviets after the Revolution of 1917. Lea’s politics would come to be shaped by Onissim.


On December 1, 1887, Onissim was awarded a Law Candidates degree from Moscow University. It was a precious document. Equally precious was a second certificate stating that, during his time of study at the university, he had never participated in any activities that showed disrespect for the law, the government, or established regulations. Given his recent incarceration during an increasingly repressive political era, he was a very lucky man.


The Luboshutz Trio


[image: images]


At about this time, two more children were born to Gitel and Saul Luboshutz—my great-aunt Anna, on July 13, 1887, and my great-uncle Pinkhus, who later went by the name of Petya or Pierre, on June 19, 1890.7 Anna’s birth was a bit of a disappointment to her parents, according to her sister, Lea. This time they certainly had wanted a boy, but got another girl instead; and the child’s ill health did not help matters. Lea continued to be the favored child. Despite Anna’s illnesses, Lea admitted in her memoir that she received the best piece of meat at meals, on weekdays sometimes the only piece, along with the undivided attention of their father.


Saul did not even bother to give Anna an instrument to play until she was eight, and then it was a cello, not an instrument at which a girl was expected to excel or become a professional. Her lessons were haphazard, her practice sessions short, and she herself was rather lazy. Nevertheless, Anna surprised everyone by making rapid progress. According to Lea, Anna was the more naturally gifted of the two sisters. Whereas Lea, by dint of hours of practice, had managed to advance rapidly, music came more naturally to Anna. She was born with perfect pitch and had a talent for mastering instrumental technique. In time, Saul realized that he should take more interest in Anna’s development, though her lack of motivation infuriated him and after her initial progress he despaired of making her another family genius. Rather, he relied on the fact that she was turning into a beauty, with fiery red hair, black eyes, and a long slender neck. Indeed, it was not unusual for people to refer to the two sisters with the rhyming names of Lea (pronounced in the Hebrew manner as “Lay-ah”) and Shayah (meaning “neck” in Russian). Anna’s health also improved, and she was practically without illness for the rest of her long life.


With the birth of my great-uncle Pierre, Lea and Anna’s brother, the whole family attitude changed. At last, a boy! That was the good news. The bad news was that he was sickly and puny, and the household attention initially revolved around ensuring his survival. Father and mother doted on him; and even as an old man, he was the family favorite. Neighbors took an interest in his health and were free with advice and extra food—a nice piece of fish, some sweets for extra nourishment. Pierre’s circumcision was delayed for a long time; and when the day finally arrived and the doctor said it was permissible, the boy almost died from loss of blood. Once his health stabilized, Pierre was a quiet and introspective child. This became a great joke in the family years later when Pierre turned out to be a great ladies’ man, a man-about-town.


Pierre too was given an instrument to play. The choice of piano was quite intentional on Saul’s part. The family now had a budding violinist, cellist, and pianist—the three instruments that constitute one of the most popular chamber ensembles in classical music. The nascent “Luboshutz Trio” of Lea, Anna, and Pierre in time would become the most famous ensemble of its kind in Russia during the decade before the 1917 Revolution. For now, though, Saul simply had three young musicians of varying abilities and industriousness. Lea remained his treasure—talented and hard working. The other two children were mirror images of each other. Anna had extraordinary native talent but was lazy. Pierre initially showed little aptitude for piano but was industrious. Soon he advanced beyond Anna, fueling further parental hopes.


Meanwhile, in 1893, my grandmother Lea began her three years of studies with Mlynarski. Perhaps more importantly, thanks to Mlynarski’s reputation in the musical world, she had occasion to play for every great violinist and musician of importance who came through Odessa. Like today’s scouts who search out young sports prospects, these individuals were always looking for the next musical superstar whom they could claim to have “discovered” and, if they were teachers, take on as students. Thus, it was inevitable that Lea would play for the famous Leopold Auer, Mlynarski’s teacher, when he came to Odessa in 1896.


The audition was preceded by lunch at the Mlynarski home. Upon meeting eleven-year-old Lea, Auer commented wryly, “Why should a beautiful girl like you play the violin? You should get married when you are old enough.” But after hearing her play, he decreed that she should immediately come to St. Petersburg and study with him. Lea was excited at the prospect. But Saul and Gitel faced a dilemma. They had not anticipated that Lea would receive such an invitation at the age of eleven. She was too young to go by herself. The only way she could accept was if one of her parents stayed with her there, and that was impossible. Money was scarce and two parents were required in Odessa, one to mind the business, the other to bring up the younger children. Regretfully, Lea’s parents said no.


As they discussed with Mlynarski the impossibility of St. Petersburg, Saul and Gitel realized that Moscow was a possible alternative. There was a fine conservatory there, though some claimed it was slightly less prestigious than the one in St. Petersburg. But Moscow had something St. Petersburg did not—affluent relatives. It was an idea that percolated for a while until the opportunity presented itself when the director of the Moscow Conservatory, Vasily Safonov, came to Odessa. Another event was staged so that Lea could play for him. Though exciting, it was not quite the same as playing for Auer. Safonov was a pianist, a conductor, and a composer, not one of the world’s great violin pedagogues. But for Saul and Gitel, it didn’t matter. Moscow was the place Jews dreamed about, closed to all but a small number of the most successful. Imagine a daughter, not yet having reached puberty, who might be the first in the immediate family to live there.


Safonov, as expected, wanted Lea as a pupil at the Moscow Conservatory and he generally had good luck arguing with the authorities for more Jewish students. Grand Duke Konstantin Konstantinovich, a poet, lover of music, and cousin of the Tsar, was honorary president of the conservatory, so Safonov was confident that he could get a permit for Lea to come to Moscow. Formal paperwork was prepared and thirteen-year-old Lea signed her own application to the conservatory on January 7, 1899. Acceptance was a mere formality. An October arrival was planned, with Gitel bringing Lea and staying with her until lessons began. Everything was arranged, but Lea contracted yellow fever and the trip had to be postponed, much to Safonov’s irritation as he would have to go through the permitting process again. Finally, in January 1900, Lea’s health improved and the two set off.
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