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Australia, Israel and the Jewish world

‘Violins of Hope’ tell poignant
stories from Nazi camps

Actor Barry French, who plays Amnon Weinstein

STEVE MEACHAM reports on an upcoming theatrical production in Sydney that combines
stories of violins rescued from the camps with Jewish melodies played on a very special violin.
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They are known as “the Violins of Hope” — precious instruments which are part of Holocaust
history.

Most were rescued from the Nazi concentration camps, having been played to give spiritual succour
to the poor souls disembarking from the railway cattle trucks or marching to the extermination
shower blocks.

And they are the focal point of Lisa Rosenbaum and Rhonda Spinak’s play, Stories from the Violins
of Hope, that will be staged by Moira Blumenthal Productions at Sydney’s Bondi Pavilion from May
31 to June 18.

The production will tell the stories of the violins and include performances by a violin-piano duo,
who will play snippets of songs to highlight the text, and excerpts from Jewish prayers
and niggunim (wordless melodies).

“The violins are usually introduced by speakers and in program notes as instruments that
have survived the Holocaust. No one had dramatised the story of the Violins of Hope
themselves.” Lisa Rosenbaum, co-writer of the play

The music ranges from Jewish folk songs to classical music by Mendelssohn and Mozart that was
played in the camps.

One of the stories describes Mozart being played by prisoner musicians at the gates of Auschwitz as
the refugees were getting off the trains or walking to the gas chambers.

The play, which was originally commissioned to be premiered at the HK Baird Theatre in Los
Angeles in 2020, had to be postponed because of Covid. A later, filmed version has been shown
worldwide and at the United Nations in 2021 to commemorate Kristallnacht.



-

Co-writer of the play, Lisa Rosenbaum

“I was commissioned to write a play about the renowned Violins of Hope in 2019, prior to their
arrival for a concert tour of southern California,” Rosenbaum explains from her home in Los
Angeles.

“The violins are usually introduced by speakers and in program notes as instruments that have
survived the Holocaust. There are documentary videos and a book about them, but no one had
dramatised the story of the Violins of Hope themselves.”

Rosenbaum began by reading the written descriptions of the violins. Her research came to life when
she interviewed world renowned, Tel Aviv-based, master luthier (maker of string instruments)
Amnon Weinstein by phone and Facetime.

“Amnon is a warm and generous man in his eighties with a big moustache. For him, restoring violins
that survived the Holocaust is a sacred mission. His workshop is a timeless place filled with violins,
violin parts, tools, shavings and the smell of varnish. He says when he works on these violins he can
feel, and hear, that they have suffered.”

One of the violins Weinstein restored was rescued near Lyon by a railway worker when its owner
threw it from a cattle car near the city, while bound for a concentration camp.

Another was called “Friend” by a Romanian Jew who had been transported with wife, children and
elderly parents to the Ukrainian ghetto of Shargorod.



By playing his violin — which was made in Schonbach in Austria around 1880 — he was able to make
a little money and keep his family from starvation.

ACO violinist Ben Adler will play a much-travelled violin in the production

However, the most fascinating of the violins is the one that will be played by Ben Adler, of the
Australian Chamber Orchestra and founder of klezmer-fusion band Chutney. (It has been given
clearance to travel to Australia, pending quadruple insurance premiums.)

The story behind this “Violin of Hope” was unearthed by Adler’s accompanist on stage, pianist
Noreen Green, founder and conductor of the Los Angeles Jewish Symphony Orchestra and musical
director for this production.

It was Green who arranged for the much-travelled instrument to be travel with her to be played in
Sydney. She had met one of Amnon Weinstein’s relatives at a concert and was instrumental in setting
up the Violins of Hope project in 2017. Initially the violins were just coming over from Israel for a
lecture tour of southern California in 2020.

One of the violins was rescued near Lyon by a railway worker when its owner threw it
from a cattle car near the city, while bound for a concentration camp.

A few months before the violins arrived, Green mentioned the play to a former high school friend,
Rachelle Blaine, daughter of Louis Blaine and Joyce Vanderveen.



“Rachelle said, ‘My mother’s violin should be in that.” And for the next 45 minutes she told me
about her mother’s violin,” Green explains.

“Her mother was a musician, actress, author and prima ballerina who, after the war, danced for some
of the royal houses of Europe.

“She was born in Amsterdam to a Jewish seamstress who’d been banished from her family for
marrying a non-Jewish sculptor and master craftsman.”

Because the story of Joyce’s violin comes from Green and not the playwrights, it doesn’t feature in
the play. But it is almost worth a play in itself.

Joyce Vanderveen in her younger days as a ballerina. Her childhood violin is being brought out
specially for the production.

The violin was a childhood gift from Joyce’s father, who chose it because it was small, elegant and
“suited her redhead complexion”.

The Nazis invaded Holland when Joyce was 13. One day, after a violin lesson, Joyce was warned the
Nazis were rounding up Jews. The family escaped to northern Holland on two bicycles with no tyres
and found refuge with three impoverished farm families.

The rest of her family were murdered by the Nazis but a bone-thin Joyce, covered in boils and
suffering from scarlet fever, managed to escape — taking only her prized violin with her.

After the war, Joyce became a star of the Royal Netherlands Ballet, later joining the Monte Carlo
Ballet.



When she retired from dancing and moved to Los Angeles to work at Universal Pictures, she met
Louis Blaine, who was the studio’s director of international press and publicity. They married in
1957, and she spent the next 25 years training professional young dancers.

One became her protégé, a 12-year-old boy from Russia named Ilya Burkov. Joyce lent Ilya the
violin, but when he returned to Russia, it remained under Joyce’s bed for 25 years.

Now a doctor in the UK, Ilya told Rachelle over the phone the full story of her mother’s violin when
she finally tracked him down.

“I have wonderful memories of my mother playing classical music on the piano,” Rachelle said. “I
never heard her play the violin. I think it reminded her of the awful war years.”

When Green learned about the violin, she persuaded her friend to have it evaluated at a prominent
LA violin shop. The owner, Robert Cauer, “immediately made us take the violin out of its mite-
invested case,” Green recalls. “The violin was alright, but the bow’s horsehair had been eaten up by
the critters.

A portrait of Joyce Vanderveen is on the wall of the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam,
underlying her fame before the war.

“Robert, who was from Germany, handled the violin with such care and love. He told us it was
French, made by Mirecourt in the 1920s and in excellent condition. He cleaned it up and gave
Rachelle a new case to keep it safe.”

The Violins of Hope were stored at LA’s Soyara Theatre for safe keeping but were taken to
Washington DC in May 2020 for an Anne Frank Special Recognition Award from the Netherlands
ambassador to the US.

A portrait of Joyce Vanderveen is on the wall of the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam, underlying
her fame before the war.

But Joyce never visited the famous Holocaust museum. “I don’t need to,” she told her daughter. “I
lived that life.”

“Joyce’s violin reminds us of the horror human beings are capable of,” Rosenbaum says. “And the
beauty we are capable of creating through music.”

Stories from the Violins of Hope, Bondi Pavilion, May 31- June 18. CLICK HERE FOR
DETAILS




