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In 1936, the London Philharmonic Orchestra embarked on a con-
troversial tour of  Nazi Germany. On 9 November, the conductor 
Sir Thomas Beecham, accompanied by members of  the orchestra, 

visited the Leipzig Gewandhaus concert hall. The following morning 
they returned to lay a wreath at the towering bronze statue of  the 
Jewish composer Felix Mendelssohn. It was an act of  respect, agreed 
in advance of  the tour between Beecham and Dr Carl Friedrich 
Goerdeler, the mayor of  Leipzig. Whilst historians are split on the 
extent of  Goerdeler’s anti-Semitism, there is no doubt that he fought 
to preserve the statue of  Mendelssohn against a concerted hate cam-
paign to have it removed or destroyed.

By 1936, Jews in Leipzig were facing harassment, discrimination 
and violence. In the months leading up to the visit by Beecham and 
the London Philharmonic, growing pressure to remove the statue 
had come from Goerdeler’s deputy, Rudolf  Haake, many other 
ideologically committed Nazis and the press. Bulletins of  the Jewish 
Telegraphic Agency based in New York, included the ‘Latest Cable 
Dispatches’. The bulletin of  8 October 1936 included this cable:

LeIpzIg NazIS demaNd RemOvaL  
Of meNdeLSSOHN Statue

LeIpzIg, Germany, Oct 7. ( JTA) – Local Nazi newspapers 
today joined in demanding removal of  the Felix Mendelssohn-
Bartholdi Statue from the Municipal Hall. It was suggested 
the statue of  the famous composer be presented to the Jewish 
Culture League of  Leipzig.
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When Beecham and his colleagues returned to the statue to lay 
their wreath, Goerdeler was away in Finland. Before leaving, there 
are reports that he met with Hitler and Goebbels, the minister of  
propaganda, and agreed with them that the statue should remain 
standing. It was a futile request. In his absence, Haake took charge. 
By the next morning, it was clear there was to be no wreath laying, 
because the statue was gone. All that remained was an empty pedes-
tal. Haake later remarked that he ordered the removal of  the statue 
because a Jew could not ‘be held up as an advocate of  a German city 
of  music’.1 He ignored or considered of  no consequence the fact that 
Mendelssohn had created Germany’s first music conservatorium in 
Leipzig in 1843. For Haake, racial identity dwarfed all other consid-
erations. Four months later, after failing to have the statue replaced, 
Goerdeler resigned.

Both Goerdeler and Haake met violent deaths. Goerdeler was 
executed in February 1945 for his alleged involvement in a plot to 
assassinate Hitler, and two months later American soldiers shot 
Haake in the town hall at Kelbra. The fate of  the statue, however, 
remains unknown. One theory suggests it was taken to a nearby 
building and smashed to pieces. Another, that it was melted down and 
the bronze repurposed. The only certainty is that the statue of  Felix 
Mendelssohn was a victim of  Germany’s escalating anti-Semitism.

The legacy of  Mendelssohn’s rivalry with the ferociously anti-
Semitic composer Richard Wagner fuelled the zealous pursuit of  his 
statue. When Mendelssohn died, he was hailed as one of  the greatest 
German composers, yet his reputation soon declined. This was due 
in large part to Wagner’s essay Judaism in Music, first published pseu-
donymously in 1850, three years after Mendelssohn’s death. Wagner 
begins the essay by seeking to explain that ‘unconscious feeling 
which proclaims itself  among the people as a rooted dislike of  the 
Jewish nature’.2 A few lines later, his language is even stronger when 
he defines this ‘dislike’ as an ‘involuntary repellence’ that neither he 
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nor anyone who truly knows the Jews for what they are, is able ‘to 
rid ourselves thereof ’. Familiar anti-Semitic tropes follow as Wagner 
berates the Jews for their love of  money, their disagreeable looks, 
their voices that talk in a ‘creaking, squeaking, buzzing snuffle’3 and, 
above all, their lack of  artistic merit.

In Felix Mendelssohn, Wagner found what he believed to be an 
exemplar of  creative frivolity and lack of  emotional depth, whose 
compositions fail ‘to take the shape of  deep and stalwart feelings of  
the human heart’. Rather, they emerge as ‘washiness and whimsi-
cality’. Mendelssohn’s art ‘is derivative and rotten’ and he ‘ends by 
deceiving himself  as purposely as he deceives his bored admirers’.4 
For Wagner, the force that runs through the work of  Mozart or 
Beethoven is entirely absent from the work of  Mendelssohn as an 
individual composer and from Jews as a collective identity. Wagner 
knew that Mendelssohn had renounced his Jewish faith as a child and 
lived his life as a devout Lutheran. But to the anti-Semitic imagina-
tion, such conversions failed to touch the soul of  a man tainted by 
generations of  Jewish blood.

Wagner’s vitriolic attack on Mendelssohn and Jewish music was 
also personal. In 1836, when Wagner was a struggling young com-
poser, he sent a copy of  his Symphony in C Major to Mendelssohn. 
Although the two composers were close in age, a vast gulf  divided 
them in the esteem in which their music was held. Wagner was 
unknown. Mendelssohn, four years his senior, was one of  the most 
celebrated German composers. Mendelssohn never replied or even 
acknowledged receipt of  Wagner’s work. As the composer, cantor 
and musicologist Abraham Zvi Idelsohn observed, Wagner’s subse-
quent attacks on Mendelssohn ‘sprang forth not out of  analysis and 
conviction, but out of  bitterness and envy’.5

Whatever the balance between his ideological and personal hatred 
for Mendelssohn, Wagner was unable to let it rest and, as anti-
Semitism grew in Germany, in 1869 he republished his essay under 
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his own name. It cemented his status as an ideologue, diminished 
Mendelssohn’s reputation as a composer and, seventy years later, 
influenced the Nazis in banning Mendelssohn’s music and destroying 
the statue that stood outside the Leipzig Gewandhaus.

In destroying statues, it is not the dead who are attacked, but the 
living. When Rudolf  Haake destroyed the statue of  Mendelssohn, 
there was no one alive in Germany who had known the composer. 
The attack on the statue was against a collective group the statue 
was deemed to represent: the Jews. Iconoclasm is never simply 
an attack on an individual historical figure. It is a symptom of  
an attitude, rooted in vengefulness, self-righteousness or both, 
that compels people to demand the collective punishment of  a 
demonised group.

Wagner’s Judaism in Music and the destruction of  the statue of  
Mendelssohn were two of  many markers on the path that led from 
prejudice to violence. It is a path well worn and welcoming to those 
who wish to take it. Our history of  persecutions means we know 
the landscape through which the path winds its way. The first step 
on the journey is segregation between groups. In the case of  Wagner 
and the Nazis, this meant creating first a psychological distance and 
then a physical separation between Aryan and Jew. The mechanism of  
this separation was to identify points of  collective difference, such as 
money, speech, dress, taste, ritual, language, artistic capability. Once a 
distance was established, the basic human need to belong to a group, 
to co-operate with like-minded people and exert dominance over 
those defined as Other bred contempt. This is the primary emotion 
needed for segregation to become violence, and violence to become 
genocide. It is how the madness of  crowds is engineered.

In Ordinary Men, a classic study of  how a battalion of  reserve police 
officers became mass murderers, Christopher Browning describes 
how the action against the Jews in the Polish city of  Białystok began 
in June 1941 ‘as a pogrom: beating, humiliation, beard burning and 
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shooting at will’. In a desperate attempt to halt the escalating vio-
lence, Jewish leaders went to see General Pflugbeil, the head of  221st 
Security Division. They ‘knelt at his feet, begging for army protec-
tion’. As they pleaded, a member of  the police battalion ‘unzipped 
his fly and urinated on them while the general turned his back’.6 
At a time when collective identities dominate political and social 
discourse, we should be mindful of  how few psychological steps 
it takes to display such contempt and how many fewer steps from 
there to uncontrolled violence. The destruction of  the statue of  
Mendelssohn seems like an insignificant, almost irrelevant step on 
this journey. It is not: minor violations are the necessary prerequisite 
for major atrocities.

When the killing ends, usually as a result of  exhaustion or military 
defeat, we can heal the wounds or repeat the violence. This was the 
choice faced by Jews in the aftermath of  the Holocaust. In 1949, the 
German philosopher Theodor W. Adorno wrote, ‘to write a poem 
after Auschwitz is barbaric’.7 Yet if  we allow cruelty to obliterate art, 
writing and the creative imagination, to break the will of  a people to 
restore itself, what hope is there for renewal?

A response to Adorno’s resignation comes from the Jewish philos-
opher Emil L. Fackenheim. In a remarkable book, To Mend the World, 
he insisted we must ‘face the fact … that the unthinkable has been 
real in our time’. Fackenheim considered it a ‘moral and religious 
necessity’ to create a ‘post-Holocaust Tikkun’ or a mending of  the world 
after a great rupture. To this end, he created a new mitzvah or com-
mandment, the 614th in Jewish law, ‘forbidding the post-Holocaust 
Jew to give Hitler posthumous victories’.8

But how, in the face of  such enormous collective suffering, was 
any Jew meant to act on it? How is Tikkun possible when, as the 
Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel wrote, the very ‘Idea of  Man’ died at 
Auschwitz? In Deuteronomy (6:5), God commands the Israelites to 
‘love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
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and with all your might’. How, after Auschwitz, can such love be 
given and by what right can it be asked for?

The Jewish psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, himself  a survivor of  
Auschwitz, believed he had found the answer. Taking his inspiration 
from Nietzsche that once ‘a man has a “why” to live for, he can bear 
with almost any “how”’,9 Frankl developed a form of  psychotherapy 
called logotherapy, whose aim was to help people find meaning in 
suffering. For the author of  Deuteronomy, it is because we suffer 
that God insists we must continue to love: it is our means of  survival, 
which we are commanded to give, with all our heart, despite the 
many reasons we have for withholding it.

Love is the ultimate leap of  faith we take in the darkness of  sense-
less suffering and another Jewish teacher, Rabbi Harold Kushner, 
sought to make sense of  suffering when his son was born with prog-
eria, a genetic illness that kills most of  those afflicted in their teenage 
years. Distraught at the injustice of  his son’s illness, Kushner wrote 
a book that opened with the ‘one question which really matters: 
why do bad things happen to good people?’10 In search of  an answer, 
Kushner turned to the biblical story of  Job. When God claimed that 
Job was unique among men in his ‘blameless and upright’ character, 
Satan disagreed and taunted God that Job was obedient and lacking 
in sin only because God had blessed him with wealth and happiness. 
God then proceeded to inflict great suffering on Job. His property, 
livestock and children were killed. When Job accepted his losses sto-
ically, without blame or recrimination, God restored Job’s fortune 
and family.

For Kushner, we all share Job’s suffering and he concludes his book 
with the reminder that ‘everyone is our brother or sister in suffering. 
No one comes to us from a home that has never known sorrow.’11 But 
many of  us struggle to transcend that sorrow, let alone transform it 
into love. When millions of  innocent people were displaced, tortured 
and killed during the Holocaust, Kushner asks the same question that 

 Page 130                       Job: 1941387



119

Felix Mendelssohn

we all ask when injustice rains down on us: why? Why didn’t God 
send an earthquake to destroy the gas chambers or strike Hitler dead 
before the terror began?

Kushner concludes that, in giving us the f reedom to choose 
whether to love or hate our neighbour, ‘there was nothing God could 
do to prevent it’.12 We, however, can prevent it and even in those 
moments when we are powerless before the malevolence of  others, 
when we can no longer prevent the terror they inflict upon us and 
those we love, we can, even as our body suffers, refuse to allow the 
violation of  our mind and our spirit. We can, indeed, become resilient 
public witnesses to our own suffering and the suffering of  others. 
When we see individuals compressed into identity groups and the 
spectre of  collective punishment passes before us as mobs destroy 
statues, we can bridge the distance between us and those we are asked 
to condemn. Out of  the violence of  collective guilt, we can preserve 
individual dignity, in all its nuance and complexity. This, perhaps, is 
the finest definition of  heroism and Emil Fackenheim found it in the 
courage of  the Catholic priest Bernhard Lichtenberg.

Lichtenberg walked through the streets of  Berlin on the night 
of  9 November 1938 and saw the destruction of  Jewish homes, 
businesses and synagogues that became known as Kristallnacht or 
the Night of  Broken Glass. Horrified, he ‘went back to his church 
and prayed publicly ‘on behalf  of  the Jews and the poor concentra-
tion camp prisoners’. He prayed every day for the next three years 
until he was arrested. Given the opportunity to repent and save his 
life, he affirmed that ‘I have not changed and would speak exactly 
as before.’13

Under questioning, he recalled the dilemma he faced during 
Kristallnacht. Knowing he was powerless to stop the violence, he asked 
himself  what he could do that might help. His answer was to pray. 
Despite the apparent futility of  such a gesture, especially to those 
who maintain the non-existence of  God, Fackenheim insisted that 
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‘it did help … it went far towards closing the abyss’ between Aryan 
and non-Aryan, Christian and Jew.

The power of  Lichtenberg’s prayers lay as an act of  public and 
unconditional solidarity with those being persecuted. He understood 
his inability to bend the world to his will. In facing horror without 
acceding to it and publicly making a stand, regardless of  the con-
sequences for himself, Lichtenberg prayed only for that which was 
within his control: to make a public and personal connection to the 
persecuted Jews and to give himself  the strength to continue his 
protest. In this, he stands alongside Harold Kushner who describes 
the prayers that God answers as being those that do not seek to 
avert a tragedy or change the course of  events. They are prayers that 
help people discover ‘the strength within you to help you survive 
the tragedy’.14

Lichtenberg resolved, after his release, to provide support for 
Jews in the Łodz Ghetto. He did not get the opportunity. He died 
on his way to Dachau concentration camp. Where Lichtenberg sac-
rificed his life by standing alongside the Jews, the Pope, safe in the 
Vatican, didn’t once offer a public prayer in defiance of  the Holocaust. 
Lichtenberg stood as a public witness to injustice, regardless of  the 
cost to himself.

Kurt Huber, a psychology professor at the University of  Munich, 
made the same stand. Arrested for distributing anti-Nazi pamphlets 
and for his association with the White Rose resistance movement, 
Huber, who was found guilty of  insurrection and guillotined on 
13 July 1943, concluded his final statement to the court with this pas-
sage from the philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte:

And act thou shalt as though 
The destiny of  all things German 
Depended on you and your lonely acting, 
And the responsibility were yours.15
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This is a remarkable statement. Huber is taking responsibility, not 
just for his own actions, but for the destiny of  Germany and all its 
people. The contrast between the ‘lonely acting’ and the magnitude 
of  the responsibility marks out our best and only defence against tyr-
anny, which is the capacity of  the individual to accept unconditional 
responsibility for mending what has been ruptured. This responsi-
bility is, of  course, unjust and unreasonable, which is precisely why 
it is incumbent on us, as individuals, to shoulder the burden without 
any expectation that others do the same.

When the Czech playwright and dissident Václav Havel was 
imprisoned for subversion during the communist occupation of  his 
country, he expressed this sentiment in a letter to Olga, his wife: ‘I am 
responsible for the state of  the world.’ He reiterated the same view 
towards the end of  his period in captivity. In August 1982, he wrote, 
that ‘responsibility cannot be preached but only borne, and that the 
only possible place to begin is with oneself ’.16 His inspiration came 
from an essay by the Jewish phenomenologist Emmanuel Levinas, 
and without knowing anything about Levinas, Havel wrote it was 
‘perceptible in every line’ that he had spent time in prison. Levinas 
had indeed been captured by the German army in Rouen in June 
1940 and sent to a labour camp in Fallingbostel, near Hanover, where 
he remained until the end of  the war. As a Jew, he was fortunate to 
avoid transfer to the nearby Belsen concentration camp. His family 
was not so lucky. After his release, he learned that his mother, father 
and two brothers had been executed in Kaunas, Lithuania, the place 
of  his birth.

During his time in captivity, Levinas managed to write an extraor-
dinary short work called Existence and Existents in which he describes 
a dark presence, an undifferentiated stratum of  existence he calls the 
il y a (the ‘there is’), defined by the ‘total of  exclusion of  light’.17 It is 
from this underworld that the self  emerges without ever entirely free-
ing itself  f rom it. The il y a threatens the self  and the civilised social 
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order of  which it is a part, with collapse back into the impenetrable 
night from which they emerged. Doubtless drawing on the trauma 
of  his own incarceration, Levinas goes on to compare this threat to 
the experience of  insomnia, which he defines not as the absence of  
sleep, but as the terrifying presence of  the night. He imagines the 
night as a malevolent presence invading the soul of  the insomniac, 
bringing with it the threat of  complete psychological collapse. This 
dark night is a metaphor for a world in which people are not valued 
as individual beings, but are submerged in a collective from which 
they are forbidden to escape. Having lost his family to a collectivist 
ideology, Levinas knew, from bitter personal experience, the price 
we pay for this erasure of  a person’s uniqueness.

Yet, like Kushner, Fackenheim and Havel, Levinas finds hope. In 
a short essay, he tells a story about a stray dog. During his captivity, 
Levinas was assigned to a forestry commando unit for Jewish pris-
oners of  war. As the prisoners walked out to their place of  work, 
the men, women and children they passed along the way treated 
them with contempt, they ‘stripped us of  our human skin. We 
were subhuman, a gang of  apes’.18 Then, for a few weeks, a stray 
dog came to greet the unit in the mornings as they assembled and 
he welcomed them back in the evenings, barking and jumping up 
and down with delight. The prisoners named him Bobby and in the 
eyes of  this dog, Levinas writes ‘there was no doubt that we were 
men’. A stray dog was able to mend what had been ruptured. He 
restored humanity to individual men who had been dehumanised 
by collective guilt. For Levinas, the restoration of  the value of  the 
individual being and the obligation that being has for the well-
being of  others, regardless of  race, sex or creed, is the necessary 
foundation of  civilisation. Like Václav Havel, he believed we are 
each of  us responsible for the state of  the world. This refusal to be 
a victim in the face of  unspeakable cruelty is the true meaning of  
human dignity.
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To take up our responsibilities as individuals in order to coun-
ter ideologies that feed off collective guilt is the essence of  Emil 
Fackenheim’s 614th commandment. Hitler, Mao, Stalin and Pol Pot 
can only be given posthumous victories if  we refuse to learn the 
lessons history teaches us. Even those in today’s open societies who 
would submerge the content of  our character in group identities that 
define and divide us collectively, would do well to learn how easy it is 
to go from the destruction of  statues to the killing of  people. Felix 
Mendelssohn’s grandfather, the philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, 
warned about this in 1784. He observed that the most prosperous 
societies can reach a pinnacle of  prosperity before they turn in on 
themselves. For him, the key to progress was education and that 
required enlightenment, (the development of  rational knowledge), 
and culture, (the application of  that knowledge). He feared that in 
advanced societies, where enlightenment and culture diverged, cor-
ruption was inevitable. Of  such societies, he wrote, ‘The nobler they 
are in their blossoming, the more abominable they are when they 
deteriorate and decompose.’19

In 2003, Wolfgang Tiefensee, mayor of  Leipzig and Professor Kurt 
Masur, honorary conductor of  the Gewandhaus orchestra, agreed to 
rebuild the statue of  Felix Mendelssohn. Inaugurated on 18 October 
2008, the statue stands as a monument to our resilience, to those like 
Viktor Frankl and Emmanuel Levinas who survived internment by 
the Nazis, to the millions who did not and to the courage of  people 
like Bernhard Lichtenberg and Kurt Huber.

It is one of  the great ironies of  musical history that two of  the 
compositions most associated with love, The Wedding March and 
Here Comes the Bride, were composed by Mendelssohn and Wagner. 
Yet if  you visit the statue of  Mendelssohn in Leipzig, resist any 
temptation to assume the defeat of  Wagner’s legacy of  hate. The 
drift, in the West, towards segregating people into racial groups 
and collectivising guilt, is pervading our cultural institutions, our 
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universities, museums, opera houses and libraries. In 2020, Liz Jolly, 
chief  librarian at the British Library in London, suggested that a bust 
of  Mendelssohn might be removed from the Library or be subject 
to ‘reinterpretation’ on the grounds of  his association with ‘Western 
civilisational supremacy’.20 A European Jew taken off a pedestal once, 
can be taken off again.
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