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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of the UK and long-time friend of the late Mendel Kaplan,
talks to Jill, Kaplan’s widow at a packed memorial service at the Yeshiva College Shul, where he
was guest speaker. Rabbi Sacks paid glowing tribute to this giant among men - philanthropist,
community leader and businessman.  (PHOTO: ILAN OSSENDRYVER) SEE PAGE 5



SINCE THE explosion at Telkom’s Yeoville/Hillbrow depot last week, the Union of Jewish
Women’s offices at 1 Oak Street, Houghton, have been without telephone, fax or e-mail con-
nection. 

Until such time as the problem has been resolved, the public is requested to contact Ann at
the office on 072-479-5852 with regard to general queries, and Glenda on 074-550-2217, in con-
nection with Kosher Mobile Meals.
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PARSHA OF THE WEEK SSHHAABBBBAATT  TTIIMMEESS

PARSHAT
YITRO
Rabbi Malcolm
Matitiani
Cape Town Progressive
Jewish Congregation

PARSHAT Yitro is one of three
parshiot that are named after
non-Jews or, more accurately,
non-Israelites, the other two being
Parshat Noach and Parshat
Balak.  

While Noah was a righteous
man for his generation who
earned G-d’s trust to rescue
humanity and the animal king-
dom from oblivion, Balak was a
small-minded and paranoid king
who perceived the people of Israel
as a threat to his sovereignty. 

Jethro, like Noah, was a right-
eous man who had a relationship
with G-d and taught Moses, Aaron
and the elders of Israel how to
express gratitude to their
Deliverer from bondage: 

“And Jethro rejoiced over all
the kindness that the Eternal had
shown Israel when G-d delivered
them from the Egyptians. ‘Blessed
be the Eternal,’ Jethro said, ‘who
delivered you from the Egyptians
and from Pharaoh, and who deliv-
ered the people from under the
hand of the Egyptians. 

“‘Now I know that the Eternal is
greater than all gods, yes, by the
result of their very schemes
against [the people].’ And Jethro,
Moses’ father-in-law, brought a
burnt offering and sacrifices for
G-d; and Aaron came with all the
elders of Israel to partake of the
meal before G-d with Moses’
father-in-law” (Exodus 18:9-12).

It is therefore appropriate that
the parshah named after this
Midianite priest and father-in-law

Moses bade his father-in-law
farewell, and he went his way to his
own land.” (Exodus 18:27).

Just as Noah rescued earth’s
varied life forms from extinction
by sheltering pairs of every animal
on his ark, so Jethro contributed
towards the sanity of Moses by
advising the great law-giver and
teacher on setting up an effective
judiciary system, thus ensuring
the spiritual and social welfare of
Israel (and the world).

Linking the Revelation at Mount
Sinai with the contribution of the
Midianite priest to the betterment
of Israel highlights the notion that
while the Jewish people are dis-
tinct from other groups because of
our traditions and customs, our
unique covenant with G-d and our
inherent responsibilities and histo-
ry, we are not totally divorced from
the world. 

It is no coincidence that we read
the Book of Jonah as the haftarah
for the afternoon of Yom Kippur.
Jonah is instructed by G-d to
preach to the citizens of Nineveh,
Israel’s enemy so that they repent
for their wicked ways and be saved
from destruction. 

On this most sacred day for Jews
we are reminded that we have a
responsibility to the rest of
humankind and indeed the world.
We are not permitted to shirk this
tremendous task of tikkun olam, of
repairing the world. 

The great sage Hillel urges us to
refrain from hiding from our
sacred charge to bring healing to

of Moses, contains the Revelation
at Mount Sinai and the enumera-
tion of the aseret hadibrot (the Ten
Utterances). 

According to our sages the rea-
son why the Ten Utterances were
given to the people of Israel in the
wilderness and not in the Land of
Israel was to emphasise that these
life-affirming principles are G-d’s
gift to humanity and that no ethnic,
cultural or religious group can lay
claim to them as their exclusive
possession. 

The acceptance of Torah by
Israel entails that they and we,
their descendants, have a responsi-
bility to be a “light of the nations”
(Isaiah 42:6, 29:6), to impart the eth-
ical principles of Torah to all mem-
bers of the human race. 

While the ritual mitzvot of Torah
are exclusively ours to observe, the
ethical precepts that promote jus-
tice and compassion are meant to
be followed by all. This was clearly
understood by Jethro who shared
Israel’s praise of the G-d of Israel,
advised his son-in-law how to dele-
gate leadership roles, and yet
remained loyal to his own particu-
lar cultural traditions: “Then

The Ten Utterances: a gift to the world
February 5/21 Shvat

February 6/22 Shvat

Yitro

Starts Ends

18:15 19:30 Johannesburg
18:24 20:24 Cape Town
18:15 19:25 Durban
18:20 19:43 Bloemfontein
17:55 19:55 Port Elizabeth
18:15 19:44 East London

the world in his famous dictum, al
tifros min ha-tzibbur, “do not sepa-
rate yourself from the communi-
ty” (Avot 2:4). And Rabbi Tarfon
provides encouragement when the
task of being a light of the nations
becomes too daunting: ha-yom
katzar ve-ha-melacha merubah.
Ha-po’alim atzeilim ve-ha-sakhar
harbeh u-ba’al ha-bayit dochei... lo
alecha ha-melachah ligmor ve-lo
atah ben chorine le-vatel mime-
nah, “The day is short, the work
formidable, the workers lazy, the
wages high, the employer impa-
tient... It is not your job to finish
the work, but you’re not free to
walk away from it either” (Avot
2:15).

As we stand in synagogue dur-
ing the recitation of aseret ha-
dibrot from the sefer Torah let us
remind ourselves of our obliga-
tions, not only as Jews but also as
human beings. 

We need to strive to make our
homes and synagogues radiate
with the light of Torah and Jewish
tradition but we must not neglect
to apply the ethical principles of
love and compassion to those out-
side our Jewish framework.

ALISON GOLDBERG

THE NAZIS made them dance
around the burning Torah scrolls,
recalled Dr Barney Hurwitz, on the
destruction of the shtetl of Bilski
from which he came. 

Referring to the Holocaust,
Hurwitz said the Torah will not be
trodden to dust but will remain an
everlasting junction throughout
the generations and to which noth-
ing can be added to, nor taken
from.

“Throughout time there have
been those who stood against us
but we have stayed together. Long
after we have gone, the Torah will
remain the principle of life and a
living memory,” he said.

“May these five Torah scrolls be
an everlasting memorial to my
mother, my father, brother and sis-
ter and to all those who perished in
the Holocaust,” Hurwitz said in an
emotional address when he last
Sunday donated five Sifrei Torah to
the Greenside Hebrew Congre-

gation. The fifth scroll was given in
honour of his wife Leah’s parents.

Attending the Hachnasat Torah
(welcoming of the new scrolls) was
Chief Rabbi Warren Goldstein who
told the gathering of roughly 100
congregants that even before the
internet, the Sefer Torah had
always been the same all around
the world and was what defined
and united Jews in one global com-
munity. 

“It is the same as when G-d gave
it to us over 3 000 years ago. Every
single letter comes from Hashem. It
is the life and length of our days
and is life’s greatest gift to us.”

Hurwitz thanked the committee,
Rabbi Mendel Rabinowitz, and the
Greenside Shul for their custodian-
ship of the Torahs. “Torah derives
from the word to teach and this is
the inheritance of the house of
Jacob.

“We have had to develop accord-
ing to changing circumstances but
the Torah stands firm. It has
embedded into the full range of

human emotions: from joy to pain.
The ancient thinking is that the
Torah precedes the world. G-d cre-
ated the world for the purpose of
teaching the Torah.

“The Torah has been compared
to many things: to water, to fire, to
the tree of life. It is the considered
source of life, wisdom and love.

“The fundamental principle is to
love thy neighbour as thy self. It
teaches us that all human beings
descended from the same man. Its
purpose is to guide man to acquire
true knowledge and to reveal the
living life of Israel.

“The love of the Torah should
take precedence even over the love
of G-d for it is only through the
Torah that men can perceive G-d,”
Hurwitz added.

Torah - the considered source
of life, wisdom and love

Darryl Lebowitz, Jeff Donenberg

and Anthony Glazer.

Rabbi

Mendel

Rabinowitz

and Chief
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Goldstein.

Telkom explosion
leaves UJW 
incommunicado 



DAVID SAKS

NEXT WEEK sees the arrival of
what will be the most senior
Jewish delegation ever to visit
South Africa, comprising some 70
delegates from the Congress of
Presidents of Major American
Jewish Organisations and the
Euro-Asian Jewish Congress
(EAJC). 

The delegation’s jam-packed
itinerary includes meetings with
Government ministers, judges,
senior members of political parties
and business leaders, in addition to
various interactions with the
Jewish community leadership. 

One engagement on the schedule
will have particular poignancy. On
February 11, a Hachnasat Sefer
Torah ceremony will take place
after Minchah-Maariv at the
Claremont-Wynberg Hebrew

Congregation in Cape Town, to cel-
ebrate the donation of a Torah. 

The Torah is being presented by
EAJC President Alexander
Mashkevich in memory of local
Jewish communal giant Mendel
Kaplan who recently passed away.
A number of Sifrei Torah have
already been donated to European
and Asian Jewish communities
through the EAJC’s Keren Rachel
Foundation. 

Mashkevich, a highly successful
businessman and prominent phi-
lanthropist who hails from
Kazakhstan, has been at the fore-
front of initiatives to restore and
equip synagogues, build schools
and finance higher Jewish educa-
tional projects in the Former
Soviet Union countries and further
afield. 

He describes the donation of
Sifrei Torah as the programme

“most dear” to his heart.
Addressing the World Jewish
Congress meeting in October last
year, he stressed how Jewish com-
munal life was based on the Torah,
which meant that every syna-
gogue, yeshiva or Jewish school
needed to have a Torah scroll. 

The very presence of such
scrolls, he said, were “a reminder
of the symbol of the Jewish people
and the code of honour that they
all submitted to”.

High-powered Jewish
delegation for SA shores
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EAJC President Alexander

Mashkevich.

El Al Israel Airlines is alive and well and
operating in South Africa. This is the gist of
a media release by the airline, which reads:

“Despite rumours to the contrary, El Al
Israel Airlines wish to make it clear that
they have no intention to suspend or cease
operations to South Africa.

“The Government of Israel and the
Government of South Africa are in the

process of negotiations to maintain the best
security for our passengers, which will
always be of a very high standard.

“El Al Israel Airlines Limited has a strong
affinity with the South African Jewish com-
munity. We have been flying to and from
Israel for the past 59 years and look forward
to continuing to operate for many years to
come,” the release emphasises.

El Al reaffirms its commitment to SA

Gidon Nerwich and Avi

Kassuto check out the olive

trees to be planted. 
(ILAN OSSENDRYVER)

SEE PAGE 19

Sunday’s Tu B’Shvat
Carnival at Genesis in
Fairmount, Johannesburg,
aimed to promote the JNF’s
new campaign, “One Tree,
One Goal” with a plan to
plant 2 000 000 trees. 

Tu B’shvat at Genesis
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ROBYN SASSEN

PILLAR OF the Johannesburg Jewish
community, former president of the
South African Board of Jewish
Education, trustee of the King David
Schools Foundation, and chief financial
officer of Macsteel Service Centres SA,
Oscar Isaac Goldstuck (56) passed away in
Johannesburg late last month, from com-
plications after a short illness.

General director of the SA Board of
Jewish Education, Rabbi Craig Kacev
commented: “He was the sort of person
who would open his mind to issues in the
most effective way. He would always take
care to think through issues thoroughly

and to offer a pragmatic and considered
response.” 

Goldstuck served on the executive
board of the South African Board of
Jewish Education since 1987, five years as
treasurer and three years as president.
Since March 2009, he had held the office of
vice-president. “Oscar handled the pen-
sion fund of the Board, which includes
the Union of Orthodox Synagogues and
Beyachad. He really cared about the
school, the Board, the community. Oscar
was never worried about allocating time
to issues that he cared about,” he added.
“Nothing was too much trouble for him,”
Eric Samson, co-chairman of Macsteel,
agreed. 

Schooled in Bloemfontein, Oscar gradu-
ated at Wits in the late 1970s with a degree
in commerce and accountancy and was
accepted to the Board of Chartered
Accountants in 1978. He began his profes-
sional career while still an intern at
Schwartz Fine (later incorporated into
KPMG). 

After graduating, he worked for
Bromain Holdings, where he rose from
assistant to the chairman, to financial
director, over seven years. In 1986, he
joined Macsteel (Pty) Ltd, as a financial
manager, growing in the professional
ranks to become chief financial officer, 10
years later.  

“He played a big role in our lives, both
personal and in the responsible role he
had at Macsteel,” Samson commented.
“He was the epitome of loyalty, trustwor-
thiness, honour and integrity. He was a
real gem.” 

Goldstuck was an extremely passionate
cyclist. Having taken part in over 30
Argus races over the years, he was devot-
edly recognised as the driving force of the
Macsteel Cycling Club, a group of 25
cycling enthusiasts who cycle together
regularly.

“He was our social mentor,” Marc
Falconer, principal of King David
Linksfield, and a member of this group,
commented, honouring him with great
fondness. Oscar had introduced his wife
and three children to the sport. Not only
would he be there for their early Saturday
morning rides, but he was proactive in
getting the group involved in trips and
meeting prominent cycling heroes, and
was a regular columnist in cycling jour-
nals. 

“He was a very humble guy,” Stuart
Buxbaum, a fellow cyclist, commented.
“He knew a lot and he was a contributor
to everything.” 

Falconer corroborated: “He was very

much a person who looked beyond him-
self. He always had a bigger plan in mind.
His thoughtfulness and ability held many
interest groups. He had a gift for making
things happen. In his own gentle, unob-
trusive way, he would lead from the back
and seldom push himself into the lime-
light. He was a listener and often inten-
tionally slipped into the background, but
when he spoke it was always to say some-
thing well considered.

“Oscar was the kind of guy who showed
up. He was there. He was engaged, sup-
portive, attentive. We will miss him enor-
mously.” Samson added: “He was a gen-
tleman. Never a bad word for anyone.”

Oscar is survived by his wife, Shirley;
his children, Warren, Daniel and Kelly;
and his brother Arthur.

Oscar Goldstuck. (PHOTOGRAPH SUPPLIED)

Sad farewell to Macsteel’s Oscar Goldstuck



SA JEWISH REPORT 505 - 12 February 2010

DAVID SAKS

NOW THAT Mendel Kaplan was no
longer with us, the true extent of his
stature was being appreciated, UK
Chief Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks
said on Sunday in Johannesburg in a
tribute to this great Jewish commu-
nal leader, philanthropist and busi-
nessman.

The organisers of Sunday’s memo-
rial function had beforehand
expressed concerns that apathy
might win the day, resulting in a dis-
appointing turnout. 

As it turned out, they needn’t have
worried. The very aisles of the main
shul on the Yeshiva College campus
in Glenhazel were crammed to capac-
ity as community members of all
ages flocked to pay tribute to one of
South African Jewry’s greatest sons.
Many more participated through an
audio link-up in the adjoining Mizrachi Shul. 

Citing the familiar verse in Tehillim 92,
“Tzaddik katamar yifrach, k-erez balvanon
yisgeh”. (A righteous man will flourish like a
date palm, like a cedar in the Lebanon he will
grow tall), Chief Rabbi Sacks asked why the
Tzaddik was compared both to a date palm
and a cedar tree. 

He explained that a date palm provided
sustenance and shade while it was alive,
while in the case of a cedar tree, it was only
after it had been cut down that one fully
realised how tall it had been. Thus it had
been with Mendel. 

During his extraordinary life, he had sus-
tained and protected the Jewish people; only
now that he was no longer here was the true
extent of his stature being appreciated. 

In the course of the solemn and deeply
moving function, it was indeed brought
home time and again how a true giant had
been removed from the midst of Klal Yisrael.

The memorial function was co-organised
by the SA Jewish Board of Deputies, SA
Zionist Federation and IUA-UCF, three of the
local communal organisations in which
Mendel was particularly involved. 

Chief Rabbi Warren Goldstein led the
gathering in the recitation of Tehillim, while
Chazzan Ezra Altschuler led the choir in the
rendition of intervening musical numbers
and the concluding singing of Hatikvah. 

In a video produced for the occasion by
Ingrid Gavshon, some of the leading Jewish
communal leaders and philanthropists asso-
ciated with Mendel over the decades, provid-
ed their perspectives on his achievements
and significance. 

What emerged was a portrait of a truly
unique individual, one of multiple gifts and
interests, whose golden touch made a mean-
ingful difference in innumerable ways in the
enrichment of South African society as a
whole, its Jewish community and, to an even
more remarkable extent, the greater Jewish
world. 

As Rabbi Sacks put it: “We are as big as the
contributions we make to the lives of others.
By those standards, Mendel Kaplan was a
giant.” 

Fittingly, the opening remarks were deliv-
ered by Rabbi Avraham Tanzer, rosh yeshiva
of Yeshiva College and Mendel’s long-time
friend and Torah teacher. 

It was through their regular learning ses-
sions every Friday that one of the most sig-
nificant Jewish translation and publication
initiatives of recent times was born. 

Inspired by his exposure to the famed
Kehati commentary on the Mishna, Kaplan

undertook to sponsor its translation into
English to make it accessible to a wider audi-
ence. To date, more than 300 000 volumes
have been distributed worldwide.

Mendel Kaplan’s sudden death, Rabbi
Tanzer said, had left people feeling “trauma-
tised, overwhelmed, numbed and bewil-
dered”. Recalling how the joy of the inaugu-
ration of the Mishkan in the desert had been
blighted by the tragic deaths of two of
Aharon HaKohein’s sons, he noted that
Mendel had suffered his fatal stroke at the
very time when his family were gathering
from around the world to celebrate 80 years
of achievement by Cape Gate, a medium-
sized company he had built into a corporate
giant. 

Mendel had been a “proud, natural Jew
who loved his Yiddishkeit”, and his passing
left a vast sense of emptiness in innumerable
areas where he had been involved. 

Rabbi Sacks’ rousing keynote address
dwelt with passion, eloquence and profound
insight on the multiple qualities that had
made Mendel Kaplan so great a man. 

Mendel, he said, had been “Jewish respon-
sibility personified” and the finest Jewish
lay leader he had ever met. He compared him
to the Biblical Joseph in his amazing ability
to deal both with the wood and the trees, that
is, with the ‘big picture” and the actual
details of everything he was involved in. 

He had been a visionary and at the same
time a hands-on worker who did not rest
until he had seen a project through to its suc-
cessful conclusion. 

Like Joseph, he had the ability to dream,
interpret the dreams of others and make
dreams a reality.  

Listing some of Kaplan’s accomplish-
ments, including chairing the Jewish
Agency during the epochal years of Soviet
Jewish mass aliyah to Israel, Rabbi Sacks
expressed wonderment at how much he had
been able to achieve within a single lifetime.
Blazing with life, he had given life to every-
thing he touched.

In stressing Mendel’s leadership gifts,
Rabbi Sacks commented that true anavah -
“humility” - in a leader was in putting the
cause before himself. This, too, had been one
of Mendel’s distinguishing features. Being a
leader of the Jewish people was notoriously
hard, but Mendel had been a leader of lead-
ers.  

In his conclusion, Rabbi Sacks said the
defining feature of the story of Jewish peo-
plehood had been “the defeat of the probable
by the triumph of the possible”. This, he
believed, would make the most fitting epi-
taph to Mendel Kaplan.

Rabbi Sacks addresses the crowd. (PHOTO: ILAN

OSSENDRYVER)

Mendel Kaplan - the
man who could make
dreams come true
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Glenhazel/Sunningdale: 4 bed, 2 bath,
pool, garden, cottage and maids.
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Glenhazel/Lyndhurst: 4 bed, 3 bath,
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Sydenham: Fixer-upper, 4 beds,
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Highlands North: 3 beds, 1 bath, pool
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jaccuzi, garden and cottage.
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ground floor unit. R785 000
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suite; cutting edge, modern kitchen, with all the modern

conveniences; custom built designs and finishes; indege-

nouse landscaped garden and so much more… See our

website for more details. Asking early 4 millions.

Brand new modern secure new home double volume

entrance; 3 spaciouse receptions; 3 double bedrooms; 2

bathrooms main en-suite + guest cloakroom; modern

kitchen and separate scullery; double automated garage

and extra inside parking; double staff accomodation or use

as cottage; large garden +++ Asking early 2 millions.
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SOCIAL SCENE Rita Lewis   jont@global.co.za

RITA LEWIS

THE LAUNCH of the Women’s United
Communal Fund Campaign took place
recently at the Killarney Country Club (for-
merly the TAC) and was attended by some
300 women, comprising members and
guests. 

The launch was held in conjunction with
the Union of Jewish Women and the two
organisations hope that the result will
ensure the continuance of Jewish life and
values as we know them in South Africa and
will simultaneously provide security and
protection for our vibrant and committed
community. 

Accordingly the beneficiaries are the
South African Jewish Board of Deputies
(SAJBD), the CSO, The South African Union
of Jewish Students (SAUJS) and genetic
counselling awareness for the local Jewish
community. 

As part of the function’s activities and
entertainment, Sister Merlyn Glass gave an
enlightening and interesting talk on the his-

torical and genetic ailments and diseases
found in many Jewish families (concentrat-
ing mainly on disorders affecting the
Ashkenazi community) and which people
should be aware of.

She said that many conditions and disor-
ders tended to run in families and stressed
the importance of genetic screening and
counselling - especially where a problem
was suspected.

Part of the Women’s UCF focus is dedicat-
ed to the reality of creating an awareness of
this problem and the availability of the
assistance which is presently available to
them in the form of finance, medicines and
testing.

On a lighter note, Stephanie Rapp gave a
beautiful rendition of some well-known
songs. She was followed by mentalist,
Michael Abrahamson who enthralled the
gathering with his mind-boggling show of
(seemingly impossible) acts.

A lucky draw was held with many prizes
which included artworks, jewellery and
clothing vouchers.

WUCF campaign kicks
off on a high note

Sister Merlyn Glass.

Singer, Stephanie Rapp, entertained

the gathering. 

Some of the Emunah committee members, Carol Mozessohn, Hannah Sachs

and Helen Heldermuth with Chairman Judy Moritz behind them. Mina Sable, Wendy Kahn, Ray Wolder and Arlene Samuels.

Participants of the Israeli Table having a good time.

Mentalist

Michael

Abrahamson.

Dalia Shalev and Martine Wulfsohn.
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JOHANNESBURG

Rabbi Yitzchak Kossowsky (Conti-
nued):

One of Rabbi Kossowsky’s finest
qualities was demonstrated on the
day of his arrival by train from Cape
Town (1933). A huge crowd repre-
senting congregations with Chief
Rabbi Dr Landau at the head, gath-
ered to welcome him. 

No sooner had he stepped onto the
platform, he asked to be taken to
meet the engine driver where he
thanked him for a safe journey.
Fascinated, the engine driver wiped
his smoke covered hands and
announced for all to hear: “I have
transported bishops, politicians and
famous people from all over the
world, yet never before has anyone
personally thanked me. Thank you,
Rabbi. You are a special man.” 

The impression this made would
be engraved in the memories of
South African Jewry. This rabbi was
a man who spoke to all men.

Gathering at the Jewish Guild,
words of welcome and praise for the
new rov were delivered by Chief
Rabbi Landau and other notables in
the Jewish community. Although
weak from a long journey, Rabbi
Kossowsky nevertheless replied
with his message that “Torah is the
foundation of Judaism and without
it, Judaism cannot exist”. He ended
with the belief that soon we would
return to the Land of Israel.

Later in a interview, questioned
on what he hoped to do in South
Africa, he answered: “To strengthen
Jewish education, to inspire the
keeping of the Sabbath and
kashrut” and “bringing the beauty
of family laws into the homes”.

(Acknowledged gratefully to Tel-
fed, magazine of the SAZF in Israel).

CAPE TOWN

The Birth of a Community by Israel
Abrahams (Continued):

“In dealing with Rev A P Bender, the
writer is obviously less at ease. Mr
Bender was Rabbi Abrahams’ imme-
diate predecessor as the Minister of
the Cape Town Hebrew Congre-
gation and in his desire to be just to
the memory of one vividly remem-
bered by a very large section of the
community, the author presents an
over-romanticised picture. 

“Thus Rabbi Abrahams is a little
reluctant to admit that in the pre-
Balfour days, Mr Bender was strong-
ly anti-Zionist. It would not be diffi-
cult to substantiate this assertion
and the author’s quotation of Mr
Bender’s address at the opening of
the Zionist Hall at 47 Hope Street,

Cape Town, subtly hints at his hostil-
ity to Zionism. 

“One misses reference to Mr
Bender’s sparkling wit and keen
sense of humour, the delight of all
who came into contact with him.

“Mr Bender was undoubtedly an
outstanding and indefatigable public
worker but to call him an education-
ist needs to be qualified. After hold-
ing the chair of Hebrew, first at the
South African College (1895 - 1918)
and then at its successor, the Cape
Town University (1918 - 1937) for 42
years he failed to produce one
Hebrew student of note.

“But while Mr Bender was a poor
educationalist, he was, an education-
al institution in himself. There is
hardly a Jewish person who passed
his adolescence in Cape Town, during
Mr Bender’s ministry, who will not
readily admit using him as the model
person to be emulated as the perfect
example of an ‘English gentleman’.”   

• This book review by Max Geffen
appeared in Jewish Affairs October
1955. 

JOHANNESBURG

From Carol Stock, quoting Serena
Lapin writing from New Zealand
about the South African Friends of
Beth Hatefutsoth and their volumes,
Jewish Life in the South African
Country Communities, which she
wrongly calls “Country Communities
in South Africa”:

“The work is fascinating - the history
of the Jews in the country communi-
ties within the context of the history
of South Africa, is at times quite riv-
eting. The juxtaposition of secular
and religious life in over 1 500 small
towns and villages, from sometimes
as far back as the 1820 Settlers, is not
only enlightening, but also inspiring.

“Sometimes there are break-
throughs - a rare moment when
something momentous is discovered,
a revelation about someone or some
small community; everyone gathers
around to witness and celebrate.

“Then there’s excitement when an
unexpected visitor arrives and
reveals a new dimension of Jewish
life in the old days, or an unbelievable
photograph from the past. 

“There is the exquisite joy of dis-
covering some unexpected or
remarkable person who came from a
small community and who, against
all odds, went to great heights.
Someone, perhaps, who has escaped
recognition or has been long forgot-
ten, not only by his family but also by
the community. These are cherished
moments.

“Here, in the printing of these
unique books about the history of
Jewish life in the country communi-
ties, we have a unique way, not only
in the context of South Africa, but
with relevance to the world history in
the Jewish Diaspora, to pay homage
to the fearless Jews of the past, who
came to South Africa with so little

and with such determination... and
also to celebrate them.”

• Four volumes of Jewish Life in the
South African Country Communities
have already been published and the
fifth volume is now ready. E-mail:
museum@beyachad.co.za or tel: (011)
645-2598.

DORDRECHT

From Marc Kopman:

“Dordrecht was established in 1856
on the farm Boschrand and became a
municipality in 1867. It was named
after Dordrecht in Holland.

“While living and working in
Queenstown in the mid-’80s, I trav-
elled and stayed over extensively in
various Border and Eastern Cape
towns, mainly on business. The little
hamlet of Dordrecht, barely an
hour’s drive from Queenstown, once
boasted a vibrant Jewish community
which by that time had already
ceased to exist so, when in doubt, I
mix with the locals who directed me
to the former synagogue building
which I photographed. 

“Where the Magen Dovid had pre-
viously perched at the top of the
façade, was now a ‘MOTH’
(Memorable Order of Tin Hats)
insignia and, lo and behold, a senior-
looking gentleman came out and
asked me what I wanted.

“I asked him if I could enter and he
indicated that it was now used as a
‘MOTH’ hall. From inside, the place
looked like a shul bereft of furnish-
ings and fittings, probably removed
years earlier by the SA Jewish Board
of Deputies. 

“A quick trip to the municipal
offices to locate the keys to the Jewish
cemetery gate revealed that no-one
knew where they were! Frustrated
(this was a misty cold morning), I
proceeded to scale the metal gate and
it was an eerie experience walking
through the cemetery in the mist. 

“I found about 40 graves with only
three in bad condition, which I
reported to the (then) country com-
munities’ rabbi (Rabbi Zaiden).

“Later I heard that the last Jew in
the town at that time, a Mr Afrigtig,
refused to allow the shul to be sold as
long as there was one Jew left.”

• Dordrecht in winter, is one of the
coldest places in South Africa.

• The Memorable Order of Tin Hats
(MOTHS) was formed after the
Second World War to assist former
soldiers. The Tin Hat insignia, repre-
sents the helmets worn during battle.

LONDON

At Euston Station in London, Pret á
Manger, a fast food outlet, has the fol-
lowing poster on its wall: “Like bread,
coffee beans go stale. Big coffee com-
panies keep schtum about this... We
get Just Roasted coffee beans deliv-
ered to us every day.”  

SMASH AND
GRAB SALE
WE SMASH THE PRICES 

(TO ROCK BOTTOM)
YOU GRAB THE BARGAINS

INCLUDING TONI & GARDEUR SLAX

Open this Sunday 8th February 2010

09:30 - 13:00

335 Jan Smuts Avenue
Craighall Park  Tel: (011) 325-4986

Parking outside store
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THE PASSION and anger evoked by Richard
Goldstone’s report to the UN on Israel’s Operation
Cast Lead, which accused Israel of war crimes, is
illustrated by the myriad letters we are receiving -
particularly after last week’s publication of a defence
of their “friend” and “colleague” from two of South
Africa’s most respected jurists, George Bizos and
Arthur Chaskalson. 

Both have impeccable human rights and judicial
credentials. Even the gravitas of these two - with
whom most readers would find common cause on
numerous other issues - could not sway letter-writers
who believe the two are seriously mistaken in this
case. 

A common theme in the letters is that it is not
Goldstone’s indisputably impressive CV which is
under attack, and that Bizos and Chaskalson, listing
that CV in their article, are missing the point. One let-
ter-writer asks: Would Bizos and Chaskalson them-
selves have put their signatures to the report? 

How Goldstone will be viewed in years to come is
unknown. History is a cruel judge whose verdict -
positive, negative or mixed - cannot be identified in
the heat of the moment. One letter-writer, taking a
contrasting, more complimentary tack than the oth-
ers, praises Goldstone, saying it took a lot of “gump-
tion” to take on this mission. 

A central aspect of this furore is Goldstone’s
Jewishness, to which almost every letter-writer
refers. An example of the effect of this is the unbri-
dled language used by Harvard Law School’s eminent
human rights professor, Alan Dershowitz. Arutz
Sheva quoted him from an interview on Army Radio
saying: “[Goldstone]... is a traitor using his
Jewishness to malign Israel... He is an evil man, one
who allowed himself to be used against the Jewish
people, an absolute traitor.”

Is this the kind of personal vitriol Bizos and
Chaskalson protested against? Or is Dershowitz, with
his blunt language, simply “calling a spade a spade”,
expressing what many Jews feel in their hearts? 

Bizos and Chaskalson’s argument, that Goldstone’s
Jewishness is irrelevant to making a good judicial
analysis, may be theoretically correct, but in the real
world - particularly the super-heated context of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict - the response to the
report, its ultimate usefulness and the purposes to
which it is put, are most certainly influenced by it.
Goldstone could not have been oblivious to and unaf-
fected by this.

Dershowitz’s analysis of the report - all 49 pages of
it - published on his Internet blog, is thorough and
scholarly. In his opinion, the report is “much worse
than most of its detractors (and supporters) believe.
It is far more accusatory of Israel, far less balanced in
its criticism of Hamas, far less honest in its evalua-
tion of the evidence, far less responsible in drawing
its conclusion, far more biased against Israeli than
Palestinian witnesses, and far more willing to draw
adverse inferences of intentionality from Israeli con-
duct and statements than from comparable
Palestinian conduct and statements.”

He goes further. The report, he wrote, “is worse
than any report previously prepared by any other
United Nations agency or human rights group. As
Maj-Gen Avichai Mandelblit, the Advocate General of
the Israeli Defence Forces, aptly put it: ‘I have read
every report, from Human Rights Watch, Amnesty
International, the Arab League. We ourselves set up
investigations into 140 complaints. It is when you
read these other reports and complaints that you
realise how truly vicious the Goldstone report is. He
made it look like we set out to go after the economic
infrastructure and civilians, that it was intentional.
It’s a vicious lie’.”

Dershowitz said he and Goldstone had long been
friends and colleagues, “but now I see him as a trai-
tor... It’s as if they [had] taken a Jew to edit the
Protocols of the Elders of Zion. He uses his Jewish last
name to kosher his slander of the Jewish people.”

Hopefully, something positive may eventually
emerge. Dershowitz urges Israel to conduct its own
inquiry, headed by a former Supreme Court judge. An
independent, Israeli-initiated investigation would
also throw into relief the intrinsic difference between
the State of Israel and the terrorist group Hamas -
which knows that such an “impartial” investigation
would be devastating for it.

Goldstone: ‘traitor’,
or will history judge

him differently?

Watch, one of the groups that
Goldstone drew upon in compiling
his report, said the army investiga-
tions, while welcome, focused more
on the foot soldiers than on orders
that might have been illegal.

“We’re concerned that low-level
grunts are being investigated for vio-
lating orders when in fact the orders
themselves may have been illegal,”
researcher Fred Abrahams said. “We
don’t have faith in the military’s will-
ingness to investigate itself.”

Sfard agreed, saying he trusted the
integrity of the military prosecutors
in dealing with the military establish-
ment, but wondered whether the
prosecutors were willing to indict
their own commanders.

He noted, for instance, that the
report said prosecutors had cleared
Israel of wrongdoing in the use of
white phosphorous while acknowl-
edging the use of the chemical during
the war. Army commanders likely
would have sought the military advo-
cate general’s opinion before using
the phosphorous, which burns skin
on contact but may also be used to
identify targets in areas where there
are no civilians.

That puts prosecutors in the unen-
viable position of saying their com-
mander sanctioned an illegal order.

Moreover, Sfard said, as independ-
ent as he believes the military prose-
cutors are, he doubts that they would
take on the military chief of staff
himself, Lt Gen Gabi Ashkenazi, who
formulated much of the policy.

“If the chief of staff has approved
an attack, it is very difficult to expect
that the military police and prosecu-
tion would deal with that,” he said.

Sfard said there was still a need for
an independent Israeli commission to
investigate the conduct of the war.

Anne Herzberg, the legal adviser
for NGO Monitor, a group that tracks
the funding and alleged biases of
human rights groups, said she
believed Israel might yet set up such
a commission - but not because of
pressures from human rights groups
such as the ones Sfard represented.

“If they feel there’s room for that
and there’s enough support, they
should do it for internal purposes and
because the Israeli public demands
it,” she said, “not for a certain fringe
sector of Israeli society making a lot
of noise”. (JTA)

RON KAMPEAS
WASHINGTON

THE GOLDSTONE wars continue, but
beneath the shouting a diplomatic
track has emerged.

The Israeli government last week
published a reply to the UN Human
Rights Council’s report on the conduct
of last winter’s Gaza war with Hamas,
insisting that Israel Defence Forces’
investigations into possible Israeli
wrongdoing in Gaza, were not princi-
pally motivated by last autumn’s UN
report.

Nonetheless, the reply repeatedly
refers to the UN report - known as the
Goldstone Report for its principal
author, retired South African justice,
Richard Goldstone - and was delivered
within the six-month deadline that
Goldstone recommended to avoid
international prosecution.

Moreover, the bulk of Israel’s reply
is dedicated to establishing the inde-
pendence of military investigators and
prosecutors, which would satisfy
Goldstone’s requirement that any
investigation should not be a matter of
the alleged perpetrators investigating
themselves.

The Israeli document notes that two
senior IDF officers were disciplined
for firing rocket shells into a populat-
ed area of Gaza where the field office
of the UN Relief and Works Agency,
the principal group administering
relief to Palestinian refugees, was situ-
ated.

More striking is the conciliatory
tone taken by the Israeli government
toward Goldstone and the human
rights groups from which he drew in
writing his report - acknowledging
that Goldstone and the groups played a
critical role in helping the IDF exam-
ine its actions.

An Israeli army spokesman said that
while the army relied primarily on its
own resources to identify deviations
from policy, the human rights groups
helped spur along the process.

“We take a look at ourselves and
where we were right and where mis-
takes were made,” Capt Barak Raz told
JTA. “It’s important that a command-
er can go home at the end of the oper-
ation and look his family in the eye,
and that the soldiers 20 years from
now can look in their children’s eyes.”

Nonetheless, he added, “I can’t deny
that these reports also contributed to
our ability to be made aware”.

The civil tone does not mean the
rhetorical wars engendered by
Goldstone, a human rights icon with a
pro-Israel history, are over. Top Israeli
officials, up to Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu, continue to cast
the report as inimical to Israel’s inter-
ests as Iran and its putative nuclear
weapons programne.

Non-governmental defenders of
Israel continue to demonise Goldstone.
Most recently, Alan Dershowitz
likened him to a “moser”, a Jewish
traitor deemed in some interpreta-
tions as worthy of a death sentence.

In the meantime, left-wing and pro-
Palestinian groups continue to call for
war crimes investigations of Israel
and have inhibited travel by Israeli
officials to Europe lest they face arrest
warrants.

Against the noise, the government’s
description of the Israeli army’s co-
operation with the same groups was
telling.

Noting that 150 separate investiga-
tions arose from Operation Cast Lead,
Israel’s name for the Gaza War, the
government reply says that a portion
were initiated by the army and “others
were opened in response to complaints
and reports from Palestinian civilians,
local and international non-govern-

mental organisations, and UN and
media reports.”

Of the 150 probes, 36 have resulted
in criminal prosecutions - 19 of these
involved shooting toward civilians,
and 17 involved using civilians as
human shields, mistreating detainees
and theft.

Between 1 000 and 1 500 Palestinians
died in the war. Human rights groups
say the majority were civilians, while
Israel says the majority were fighters.

Israel launched the operation after
Hamas stepped up its rocket attacks
on southern Israel. Such attacks had
been an almost daily occurrence since
the terrorist group took over the Strip
in 2006, and dated back more than
eight years.

Of the 34 incidents outlined in the
Goldstone Report, the Israeli govern-
ment says the army was investigating
22 before the report was published - it
admits that Goldstone’s research led
to the other 12 inquiries. (The two offi-
cers reprimanded for shelling the
UNRWA compound are not among
them.)

Additionally, the government reply
says, the Military Police Criminal
Investigation Division “has sought
assistance from non-governmental
organisations (such as B’Tselem) to
help locate Palestinian complainants
and witnesses, and to co-ordinate
their arrival at the Erez crossing point
to Gaza, to allow interviews and ques-
tioning”.

B’Tselem is an Israeli human rights
group concerned with the mistreat-
ment of Palestinians.

The approach was welcome, said
Michael Sfard, the legal counsel for
three groups - Yesh Din, Peace Now
and Breaking the Silence - that have
been targeted by right-wingers and
some Israel defenders as antagonistic
toward Israel’s interests.

“It’s the first time since Cast Lead
that a government body has done
something that is purely professional,
and this is how it should have been
handled,” Sfard said.

Goldstone declined a request from
JTA for an interview.

Despite its conciliatory tone, the
government’s reply said the report
reflected “many misunderstandings
and fundamental mistakes with
regard to the Gaza Operation, its pur-
poses, and Israel’s legal system”.

A researcher for Human Rights

Israel took a conciliatory tone in its reply to a report on the Gaza War by

Justice Richard Goldstone, shown here addressing the media after presenting

the report to the United Nations Human Rights Council in Geneva on

September 29, 2009. (PHOTOGRAPH: UN PHOTO/JEAN-MARC FERRE)

Israel’s reply to Goldstone
suggests more civil approach
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NEW YORK

SHMUEL BIRNHAM’S road from
Vancouver rabbi to official Jewish
clergyman of the 2010 Winter
Olympics began, in all places, at an
interfaith service with the Dalai
Lama.

During the Tibetan leader’s 2004
visit to Vancouver, Hong Chian, a
local Buddhist doctor, invited
Birnham to be one of the Jewish
representatives at the service.
When the Olympics rolled around,
Chian, who serves on the multi-
faith committee for the Olympics,
called on Birnham again - this time

to head up the team of Jewish cler-
gy providing spiritual support
services to visiting athletes.

It has made Birnham the semi-
official rabbinic leader of the 2010
Winter Games.

As head of a team of rabbis serv-
ing the Olympic and Paralympic
Games, Birnham is helping to
arrange services at both Olympic
Villages - the Whistler mountain
resort and in Vancouver itself - and
provide counselling to athletes
who, having trained for much of
their lives for a brief shot at
Olympic glory, may find them-
selves facing crises for which spiri-
tual guidance would be helpful.

Rabbis and cantors will be on
call for the duration of the
Olympics for that purpose.

“I ran track at Dickinson
College,” said Birnham, who heads
the Conservative Congregation
Har El in West Vancouver. “Even at
that measly low level, I have a
sense of what goes on. I cannot
imagine the pressure of a once-in-
a-lifetime chance.”

Birnham is among a number of
members of the city’s 30 000-strong
Jewish community gearing up to
support the thousands of athletes
and Jewish tourists expected to
descend on Vancouver, the most
Jewishly active city ever to host the
Winter Olympics. The Olympics
start on February 12.

Synagogues are organising
Shabbat dinners for visitors.
Several events will introduce the
community to the three participat-
ing Israeli athletes.

A local Jewish woman who com-
peted in the 1972 Munich Olympics
will be among the last torch bear-
ers carrying the Olympic flame on
its way to B C Stadium for the open-
ing ceremonies.

Karen James, who chairs
women’s philanthropy for the local
Jewish federation, will carry the
flame about 305 metres on the after-
noon of February 12, beginning
near Rodney’s Oyster House on

Hamilton Street in downtown
Vancouver.

“It’s very thrilling,” said James,
who swam the 200 individual med-
ley in Munich and placed “17th or
18th”. She can’t remember exactly.

At the 1972 Games, James was
returning to the Olympic Village
after hours when, rather than walk
around to the main gate, she and
her friends took a shortcut over a
fence. Some dark figures nearby
decided to climb with them.

The next morning, James said,
she awoke to the sound of helicop-
ters and remembers watching
Israeli athletes and coaches taken
hostage by Palestinian terrorists
being led out to a bus. Eleven
Israelis died later in a failed rescue
attempt at a nearby airport.

On February 14, James will light
a candle in their memory at a cere-
mony in Vancouver.

“The Olympics - in general ever
since then— I have mixed feelings,”
James said. “I always sort of sit
with that ambiguity.”

To keep the Vancouver Games
secure, officials plan to deploy a
force of about 15 000, according to
USA Today, at a cost of nearly 
$1 billion.

As part of the Jewish communi-
ty’s observance of the Olympics,
the Vancouver Holocaust Centre
will run an exhibit for the duration
of the Winter Games, highlighting
Canada’s dilemma over whether to
participate in the so-called Nazi
Olympics - the 1936 Games in
Berlin. It was in Berlin that many
features of the modern Olympics
were introduced, including the idea
of a torch relay, according to the
centre’s executive director, Frieda

Miller.
“We were very careful not to

make a direct link between those
Games and the contemporary
Games,” Miller told JTA. “It’s not a
polemic. We do not pass judgement.
We present the dilemmas and the
situation as is and let people make
their own analogies.”

The history of Jewish Vancouver
dates to 1872, with the arrival of the
city’s first Jewish settler, Louis
Gold. Vancouver’s second mayor,
David Oppenheimer, was a
German-born Jew who generally is
considered the city’s founding
father. The first synagogue was
built in 1916. Today there are 12, in
addition to six day schools, three
Chabad centres and a community
kollel, or subsidised religious study
programme for adults. (JTA)

Vancouver Jews gearing
up for the Games

Vancouver’s 30 000-strong Jewish community is gearing up to host

the thousands of visitors and athletes expected for the start of the

Olympic Games on February 12. (PHOTOGRAPH: (c)VANOC/COVAN)

Shmuel Birnham, as the leader

of a team of rabbis providing

support services to the Winter

Olympics in Vancouver, is the

semi-official rabbi of the Games. 
(PHOTOGRAPH: BRAD STRINGER)
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Art on Paper, Milpark:
“Passing Between” an exhibi-
tion by Nathaniel Stern and
Jessica Meuninck-Ganger,
until February 27, (011) 726-
2234.

Baxter Theatre, Cape Town:
In the Baxter Golden Arrow
Studio, “Pictures of You”, with
Dorian Burstein and Liezl de
Kock, until February 13, (021)
448-2838.

Iziko, South African Nat-
ional Gallery, Cape Town:
“Dada South?” curated by
Kathryn Smith and Roger van
Wyk, until February 28, (021)
481-3800.

Joburg Theatre, Braamfon-
tein: In the Fringe, “The
Dahlings”, by Timothy le Roux,
Elizma van Rensburg and Jaco
van Rensburg, ends February
24, (011) 877-3600.

Linder Auditorium and
associated venues, Park-
town: The Johannesburg
International Mozart Festival,
until February 9, www.join-
mozart-festival.org. On Feb-
ruary 10 and 11, the first con-
cert in the JPO’s first season
for 2010 features Weber’s
“Euryanthe” overture, Brahms’
Concerto for violin and ‘cello
and Schumann’s “Rhenish”
symphony. Soloists: Pieter
Schoeman (violin) and Anmari
van der Westhuizen (‘cello).
Conductor: Gérard Korsten.
(011) 789-2733.

Market Theatre, Newtown:
In the Main Theatre, “Songs of
Migration” with Hugh Mase-
kela and Sibongile Khumalo,
until February 21, (011) 832-
1641.

Michael Stevenson, Wood-
stock: “Life is Shot, Art is
Long”, solo exhibition by
Steven Cohen until March 6,
(021) 462-1500.

Montecasino, Fourways: In
the Studio, Saul Reichlin per-
forms “Roots... Shmoots”,
based on stories by Sholem
Aleichem and Isaac Bashevis
Singer, until March 7. (011) 511-
1818.

New Space Theatre, Cape
Town: “Jacques Brel is Alive
and Well and Living in Paris”,
with Graham Clarke, until
February 13, (021)422-5522.

Old Mutual Theatre on the
Square, Sandton: “Tom-
foolery”, by Tom Lehrer, until
February 13, (011) 883-8606.

Rabbi Cyril Harris Com-
munity Centre, Oaklands:
“Modern Art of Ancient
Jewish Symbols”, an exhibition
by Israeli artist Yoram Raanan,
opens February 7, with a lec-
ture by the artist’s wife, Mira.
The exhibition closes February
25, (011) 728-8088.

Standard Bank Gallery, Jo-
hannesburg: “Ephraim Nga-
tane: Symphony of Soweto”,
curated by Natalie Knight,
opens February 9 in the
upstairs space. (011) 631-1889.

off and the possibilities for female liberation
still very limited.

Jenny’s transformation from the naïve
schoolgirl is realised with tenderness and
understanding. A large slice of this success
can also be attributed to Peter Sarsgaard’s
sensitive reading of his role. Jenny’s accumu-
lation of wisdom is a joy to watch unfolding,
guided in this area by Nick Hornby’s sublime
screenplay based on Lynn Barber’s memoirs.

Two striking aspects of the story are
brought vividly to the fore; Jenny’s interac-
tion with David’s charming but dubious
friends, Danny (Dominic Cooper) and his girl-
friend Helen (Rosamund Pike), and her reali-
sation of the limited choices an educated
woman has during this pre-liberation era.

In a time when 16-year-old schoolgirls were
not as knowing as today’s generation, “An
Education” deals with the subject matter in a
romantic and delightfully entertaining man-
ner. It avoids the sordidness and pain usually
associated with such relationships.

“An Education” is a richly satisfying work.

schoolgirl given the choice of an exciting alter-
native lifestyle.

Mulligan, who has done mostly BBC TV work,
portrays a character six years younger than her
actual age - and does it with total credibility.

Jenny is a bright young girl who is content to
study for a place at Oxford and play her ‘cello.
This all changes when she encounters David
(Peter Sarsgaard), the charming stranger in a
flashy car who offers her (and her ‘cello) a ride
home one afternoon to avoid the rain. He is
quickly taken by this precocious teenage pas-
senger as she is by him and a relationship devel-
ops.

David uses subtle and seductive ways to ingra-
tiate himself with Jenny’s parents, Jack (Alfred
Molino) and Majorie (Cara Seymour), and they
are as impressed as their daughter. But David is
obviously too good to be true and, as Jenny
spends more time with him, including a trip to
Paris, she begins to learn some unsavoury
truths. 

This was a time when the massive social
changes that Britain underwent were a long way

FELDMAN
ON FILM 
Peter Feldman

PICK OF THE WEEK

An Education

Cast: Carey Mulligan, Peter Sarsgaard,
Alfred Molina, Dominic Cooper, Rosamund

Pike, Olivia Williams, Emma Thompson, Cara
Seymour, Matthew Beard and Sally Hawkins 

Director: Lone Scherfig

“An Education” is a disarming and poignant
story of a 16-year-old schoolgirl’s coming-of-
age in pre-Beatles London.

It’s executed with enormous style and
immense wit by Danish-born director Lone
Scherfig and great credit must be given to the
radiant Carey Mulligan as Jenny, an English

ART, BOOKS, DANCE, FILM, THEATRE

TAPESTRY

Show: “Roots... Shmoots” and
“Gimpel the Fool” (The Studio,
Montecasino Theatre, Fourways,
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REVIEWED BY ROBYN SASSEN

THE FRESH, bitter, often raw
humour sparked from the pens of
Sholom Aleichem and Isaac
Bashevis Singer and spewing from
the lips of Saul Reichlin, differs
greatly from the saccharine clichés
which saturate contemporary
Jewish humour.  You might be dis-
appointed if you’re expecting easy
laughs and schlock redolent of
“Fiddler on the Roof” or American
Jewish stand-up comics.

Reichlin gives lucid life to the
uncompromising, often insanely
(sometimes tragically) funny hu-

mour of two Yiddish literary giants. 
He has beautiful clear hazel eyes

and a face which takes on astonish-
ing elasticity. Armed with a wooden
chair and a samovar, strategic light-
ing and some kletzmer phrases
between vignettes, he gambols with
the text, conjuring up a whole com-
munity of mostly self-deprecating
Jews, all doused in inflammatory
satire.

In the first half, dressed in waist-
coat, jacket and rakishly-placed
brimmed hat, Reichlin offers a first-
person rough guide to the imagi-
nary village of Kasrilevka. It is 1881
(you might find yourself having to
remind yourself of this from time to
time). 

The characters and situations he
describes using Sholom Aleichem’s
words as a cipher to his adaptation,
reek of scary farce evoked by Franz
Kafka, where people with absurd
demands materialise out of the
woodwork to intrude on your life,
and in this case, sell socks, or make
a million nosey enquiries about
your personal life. 

Divided into vignettes, it shows
joyous, bizarre and tragic insight
into a tiny, potent microcosm of 19th
century Jewry. Reichlin maintains
his neutral accent for the central
character/narrator. This gives him
ambit for the plethora of accents
with which he credibly populates the
work, in itself a rich melange of
metaphors and curses, engaging
poverty and hatred from without
(and within). It presents a mirror to
a contemporary Jewish stereotype:
candid, often ugly, but endearing.

In the second half, “Gimpel the
Fool” runs with no natural breaks or
punch lines. The humour is so inti-
mately wrapped in tragedy that your
laughter will congeal in your throat
before it emerges. 

Gimpel is the classic gullible vil-
lage idiot for whom everything goes
wrong at the hands of his communi-
ty, but he relentlessly looks on the
bright side. He’s an orphan lacking
in cynicism and savvy, and thus, the
perfect butt for practical jokes. 

Time passes; the jokes get blacker.
When he’s told: “Gimpel, your father

PAUL BOEKKOOI

LAST WEEK’S symposium “Music
in Exile: North-South Narratives”
held at the Goethe Institut, Johan-
nesburg, introduced a thought pro-
voking new element during the run
of this year’s 5th Johannesburg
International Mozart Festival with
“Musical Hemispheres” as its
umbrella theme.

Close to 20 prominent scholars
from the US, Europe and South
Africa, gave papers on an extremely
sensitive and often contentious sub-
ject encompassing all musical
styles: the phenomenon of exile and
the varying influences different
geographies and circumstances had
on the creative urge of both com-
posers and performing musicians.

In one of the most universal
papers, Michael Haas (pictured),
who, among many other activities,
is the music curator of the Jewish
Museum in Vienna and a former
recording producer of many great
conductors like Abbado, Haitink,
Gergiev, Solti, and soloists like
Ashkenazy, Barenboim and Zuker-
man, spoke about a topic close to his
heart. The title of his audiovisual
presentation was “From Bach to
Schönberg: How ‘German’ was
music from fin-de-siècle Vienna?”

Haas introduced his lecture by
enlightening his audience about the
intricate central European political
situation in the 40-odd German-
speaking states. He considers the

Prussian defeat of Austria’s
Imperial forces at the battle of
Königgrätz in 1866 as key in the
restructuring process in politics
and society in this region. 

In the long run it would also
influence the Jewish population,
especially in Austro-Hungary,
which at best was only tolerated,
but most often excluded.

Within the broader picture of
seemingly unending power strug-
gles, Haas asked: “Now, do politics
follow the zeitgeist and grow out of
it, or is it the other way around?”
His answer: “Of course, it’s always
a combination of the two working
closely together.”

After deliberating many hypo-
theses, he underlined the fact that
the Romantics were truly the anti-
Enlightenment and that this move-
ment’s “unpleasant bedfellow”
was Nationalism, the “ugly twin”
of Romanticism. 

“The Enlightenment was the lib-
eration of the individual, the
Romantics were taken with the
idea of liberating the group, the
people, the culture: the ‘race’.”

Much of this thinking defined
Richard Wagner’s political writing.
Subsequent attacks on Men-
delssohn and Meyerbeer was not
about them being Jewish, but more
with the fact that being born that
way, they could never be, think or
feel German. 

Haas pointed out that these
beliefs “...were manifestly irra-

tional, yet this was the core of the
Romantic movement: the belief
that reason itself was the enemy.”

Wagner became the prophet and
leader of the “New German
School” whose “hidden musical
language only communicated to
initiated members of the tribe”. 

In contrast, the “Old German
School” (Mendelssohn and
Schumann) carried cultural related
messages. Its major figurehead
became Brahms. The dialectic of
these opposites would lay the foun-
dations for fin-de-sécle Vienna.

Haas interspersed his lecture
with the scientific, philosophical
and sexual politics of the day, by
referring to figures like Weininger,
Freud, Kafka, Hauptmann, Schni-
tzler, Klimt and Schiele, while not-
ing how contemporary Viennese
composers like Schönberg, Schre-
ker and Zemlinsky initially cited
Brahms as their most dominant
influence, while coming to Wagner
much later by way of Mahler.

Many commentators put Mahler,
Schönberg and even Hugo Wolf in
place as personifying Vienna’s fin-
de-siècle (as Haas describes it)
“fatalistic decadence”. 

He believes that Mahler and Wolf
were too conventional and
Schönberg too extreme. Rather
composers representing the “mid-
dle ground” would later be
described as “degenerate and
racially subhuman” by the Nazis:
Zemlinsky, Schreker, Schönberg,

Anton Webern, and many others.
With a number of musical exam-

ples Haas demonstrated the power
of Viennese Expressionism as a
reaction to French Impressionism,
which over time “would create its
own reactive counter-movement
called ‘New Objectivity’”.

For an extended period Vienna’s
professions were heavily represent-
ed by Jews; due to many factors,
Vienna became a dead-end after
1919. The city’s talent (Jews exclud-
ed) migrated to Berlin; there was a
politically inspired counter-migra-
tion from Berlin to Vienna by com-
posers like Krenek. Berg, Gál,
Korngold and Friedrich Hartmann
(who later emigrated to South
Africa).

Haas describes the years 1938 -
1945 as “catastrophic”, but consid-
ers 1967 as the first beacon of hope
when Leonard Bernstein presented
the first Mahler cycle there since
before the war.

Dissecting the phenomenon of exile

and mother have stood up from the
grave. They’re looking for you,” you
realise that the cruelty knows no
bounds. And then the community
finds a match for him and things
turn even more grim and pear-
shaped. 

Morally, “Gimpel” is complicat-
ed. In less than an hour, and with-
out didacticism, it compresses all
the conflicting realities that being a
Jew in a world that universally
hates one embraces. But you go
away loving Gimpel: there’s a bit of
him in each of us. 

Saul Reichlin as Gimpel the Fool.
(PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY MONTE-

CASINO)

Jewish humour sans saccharine clichés
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