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INTRODUCTION: MUSIC IN JEWISH LIFE



The Bible is full of stories of music.  Music played an important role in the life of Jews in the Diaspora, even in the constricted environment of the Pale of Settlement in Tsarist Russia. Who does not remember the musical “Fiddler on the Roof,” based on a famous story of the renowned Yiddish writer Sholom Aleikhem.  Klezmer musicians were a feature at Jewish weddings. (Parenthetically, Klezmer music is enjoying a fantastic revival in the United States and Europe.) In middle class Jewish families, children were given music lessons, mostly piano and violin.

JEWISH MUSICIANS AND COMPOSERS


Jews have made significant contributions to the development of music in Western Europe. One needs only to mention names like Mendelssohn, Halevy, Meyerber, Mahler, Ravel, Albeniz, Bloch, Copland, Bernstein, and one can see the scope of this contribution. Not to mention the American musicals composers in mid-twentieth century, when 24 out of the 25 most popular composers were Jews (all except Cole Porter)(1). We also have to add to this the contribution of Sephardi Jews, first in Moorish Spain, and then, after the expulsion of Jews from Spain, in other parts of Europe and the Middle East. Even more prominent were Jewish musicians as performers, such virtuosos as Rubinstein, Horowitz, Feuerman, Piatigorsky, Heifetz, Elman, Zimbalist, Milstein, Stern, Pearlman, Barenboym, Zuckerman, Oistrakh, and Kogan. So prominent were Jews in the cultural life of the United States and the Soviet Union, that the first cultural exchange of musicians involved Isaac Stern’s tour of the Soviet Union and David Oistrakh’s tour of the United States.  In fact, we used to say jokingly that they send us their Odessa Jews, and we send them our Odessa Jews.

JEWS IN THE CULTURAL LIFE IN URBAN CENTERS


Wherever they settled, Jews actively participated in the development of cultural life, as teachers, performers, and also importantly as audiences. For example, in the city where I am from, Los Angeles, there was an influx of refugees from Western Europe in the late 1930s and after World War II.  There was little chamber music being performed locally before a group of Jews banded together and established a Music Guild, which arranged for chamber music performances from other parts of the United States and especially from Western Europe. This organization, of which I have been a member for many decades, is still functioning, although sad to say some of the original members are appearing with canes, walkers, and even wheelchairs. The same thing can be said of Harbin, where Jews, who were mostly involved in commerce (2), were an integral part of musical audiences, especially when famous performers from abroad came to Harbin, such as Jascha Heifetz, Mischa Elman, as well as many non-Jewish performers (Fyodor Shaliapin and Maurice Marechal).

THE FIRST HARBIN MUSIC SCHOOL 


Among the many talented refugees from Soviet Russia in Harbin were some first-rate musicians, actors, directors, and other members of the Russian intelligentsia.  Some of them were Jews.  When I was a student, the First Harbin Music School was the premier music conservatory in Manchuria and probably in all of China. It should be mentioned, that this school not only served the needs of the European inhabitants of Harbin, but also had a number of Chinese, Korean, and Japanese pupils.  Called in Russian Pervaya Kharbinskaya Muzykal’naya Shkola, the school was founded in 1921 and was patterned on Imperial Russia’s musical institutions.  I was privileged to perform at the 20th anniversary jubilee concert in the spring of 1941, shortly before my departure from Harbin.  This was a memorable occasion, and the program featured the history of the school and photographs. (3) The Director of the school was the Jewish pianist Valentina Leontievna Gershgorina (who died a few years ago in her mid-nineties after a very productive career as a piano teacher in Manhattan).  The Dean of the Faculty (Predsedatel' Khudozhestvennogo Soveta; literally the Chairman of the Artistic Council) was my teacher and mentor, Vladimir Davydovich Trachtenberg, who was also the Concertmaster of the Harbin Symphony Orchestra and the leader of the Harbin String Quartet.  A Jew who had converted to the Russian Orthodox faith, I suspect not for any theological convictions, but simply to promote his career in Tsarist Russia, Trachtenberg was a pupil of the famous violin teacher Leopold Auer in the Saint Petersburg Conservatory, whose other pupils included Yasha Heifetz, Misha Elman, and Efrem Zimbalist.  Trachtenberg also studied composition with the famous Russian composer Alexander Glazunow, who was in turn a pupil of Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov.  I suppose that makes me also a third and fourth generation pupil of these famous Russian composers. 


In the last years of sojourn in Harbin, I served as an assistant to my teacher, who asked me to tutor young violinists for a year or so before they were ready to enter his class.  Among these young violinists whom I started on a musical career were two Jewish boys, Garrik Bravinsky and Hellmut Stern, a young refugee from Berlin. Incidentally, at one point in time, both of them were members of the world-renowned Israel Philharmonic. Hellmut went on to become an assistant concertmaster of a prestigious symphony orchestra in the United States, before returning to his home town, Berlin, to become one of the principal concertmasters of the world-famed Berlin Philharmonic under the legendary Herbert von Karajan. After many years in the orchestra, Hellmut retired but stayed on as an administrator and in that capacity he visited Israel. For more details about his extraordinary life and career, see his autobiography (4).


Jewish students probably comprised between a quarter and a third of the student body, and some of the most talented silver and gold medallists were Jewish pianists and violinists who went on to prominent careers in the Soviet Union, Israel, Australia, and the United States.  Talented pianists Valya Ravve and Ruta Budnevich come to mind among my peers.  Ravve also won first prize in the All-Manchurian Musical Competition in 1941  (another Jewish pianist, Tata Bursuk, won third prize in 1942).   Tragically, Ravve was sent to Siberia by the Red Army when they occupied Harbin, while Budnevich married a Jewish clarinetist, Herbert Tishman, in New York and pursued a successful music career in the United States including concretizing with her husband as the Tishman Duo. Two of their three daughters became professional musicians: one is a concert pianist in Germany, while the other is the associate concertmaster of the San Francisco Symphony.   


Joseph Ispa also went to the United States, but found it difficult to pursue a piano soloist’s career. David Gootman had a long career in Tel Aviv teaching piano. Gena Bomash was principal of the second violins in the Harbin Symphony Orchestra, which had a number of Jewish members, including myself (first violins), the cellist Viesenberg (a refugee from Germany), and Isidore Tepper.  I remember nostalgically our orchestra’s one-month tour of Manchuria, Korea, and Japan in March 1939.  Tepper went from Harbin to Australia, where he worked as a professional violinist, but also as an owner of a store selling musical instruments, much like our teacher Trachtenberg, with his Cantilena musical store in Harbin. Tepper’s son Robert became a member of the Sydney Symphony Orchestra.  


More tragic was the fate of an exceptional violinist Lev Tyshkov, who in the early 1930s studied the violin with the then concertmaster of the Harbin Symphony Orchestra Nikolai Shifferblatt (Trachtenberg was then the principal of second violins). When Shifferblatt was offered the post of conductor of the national radio orchestra in Tokyo, Lev followed his teacher to Japan. He was making good progress and concretized with a prominent Japanese pianist Miwako Kai. Much to the outrage of Shifferblatt, who was a committed anti-Communist, Lev accepted an invitation to perform at the Soviet Embassy. Shortly thereafter the Soviets offered him a scholarship to the prestigious Tchaikovsky Conservatory in Moscow, and Lev made a near-fatal mistake of accepting the offer and traveling to the Soviet Union in mid-1930s at the height of purges, arrests, and executions. Some months later, even more naively, he accepted an invitation to perform with his old pianist friend Kai at the Japanese embassy in Moscow.  Shortly thereafter, he was arrested on suspicion of being a Japanese spy, interrogated, and shipped off to the GULAG labor camps in Siberia. He describes all this in his autobiography “On Four Strings”(5). After Stalin’s death, Lev was released from camps but forbidden to return to Moscow. As luck would have it, he ended up in Sverdlovsk (Ekaterinburg), where Boris Yeltsin was then the provincial secretary of the Communist Party, and de facto boss of everything.  Yeltsin turned out to be a patron of music and Tyshkov became the assistant concertmaster of the local symphony orchestra and second violinist in the city’s quartet. The story has a somewhat happy ending, because Lev’s daughter married an American, managed to get out of the Soviet Union, and eventually get her parents out of the socialist paradise. It was in the United States that Lev wrote his autobiography, and I spent several hours with him on the phone before his death in New Haven a couple of years ago.

JEWISH PARTICIPATION IN OTHER ORGANIZATIONS


There were also a number of other prominent Jewish music teachers outside the First Music School.  In the early and mid-1930s, the Jewish couple, violinist Ury Goldstein and pianist Vera Dillon, were active in Harbin in another music school named after the famous Russian composer Alexander Glazounov.  


Jews were also prominent in the lighter, pop music venues, such as the American bar, Gambrinus, and the coffee shop of the premier hotel in Harbin, the Moderne. Here, Jewish refugee musicians such as Wiesenberg, Spielman, and a third, whose name I forgot, played regularly salon piano trio repertoire. Indeed, some of the refugees from Nazi Germany in the late 1930s were either professional musicians or amateurs who tried to make a living in the music field.


Jewish youth organizations, such as the Betar (Brith Trumpeldor) had marching bands, on occasion parading down our main street Kitaiskaya (now Central Avenue). I played snare drums, next to the boy with the big drum (6).


Jewish women organized afternoon music and discussion sessions on Wednesdays called “Sreda” in Russian, which has the double meaning of Wednesday and of being among people. I remember performing as a soloist on a couple of occasions, including playing the difficult Franck sonata with the noted pianist Antipas-Metaxas. 


Jewish musicians also played a part in various non-Jewish organizations and institutions. I was a member of the jazz band at the Y.M.C.A. College (7), and also performed at the Gospoda Polska, a Polish service organization, once participating in a concert devoted to the music of Frederic Chopin. 


This paper is based primarily on published and unpublished personal recollections, and some primary sources (8). As a result, it does not claim to be a systematic study. Nonetheless, these vignettes should show the scope and breadth of Jewish participation, and on occasion leadership, in the musical and cultural life of Harbin in the 1930s and early 1940s.
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See the section on "Musical Life," pp. 15-16. One of the four photographs of distinguished students in the First Harbin Music School is that of my violinist-friend Tepper (mentioned above). The caption, however, gives my name.  The question is: did the school authorities or the editors want to feature my photograph and did they get the wrong photograph, or did they want to include Tepper's picture and put my name by mistake.  I would like to think that it was the former.

