
EMBODYING REMEMBRANCE 

(Prelude to ANNELIES) 

by David Schildkret 

(This essay was read before performances of James Whitbourn’s oratorio, Annelies, music based on texts from 

Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl.  The performances, sponsored by the Red Rocks Music Festival, took place 

on April 9, 2016, at Temple Chai in Phoenix and on April 10, 2016, in Katzin Concert Hall at ASU.  Performers were 

Arianna Zuckerman, soprano, Joshua Gardner, clarinet, David Ehrlich, violin, Benjamin Wyatt, cello, Teresa 

Ehrlich, piano, and the ASU Chamber Singers.  Larry Wyatt conducted.) 

 

Never forget. 

The words chime down through the decades, from Armenia to Auschwitz, from the Warsaw Ghetto to 

the World Trade Center, from Leningrad to Paris and Brussels. 

Never forget. 

What does "never forget" call upon us to do? 

We can begin by remembering the six million Jews that the Nazis killed.  Let us also remember that in all, 

as many as 12 million people died in the Holocaust:  Jews, Poles, Soviet citizens and prisoners of war, and people 

the Nazis deemed undesirable and unacceptable:  Catholic priests and nuns, Roma people, handicapped people, 

homosexuals, and many, many others. 

As horrific as these numbers are, they represent only a fraction of the casualties in World War II on all 

sides.  Estimates of that number range from 60 to 80 million people, or three percent of the world's population 

in 1940.  More than 26 million people died in the Soviet Union.  Nearly six million people died in Poland, and 

while over a million of those were Jews, the rest were not.  Germany's military deaths were as many as five 

million.  The United States and the United Kingdom lost nearly a million military men and women.  And on and 

on. 

The numbers are so vast that they are nearly incomprehensible.   To put them in perspective, let’s 

combine the populations of the 50 largest cities in the United States.  That’s about 49 million people.  So even if 

we wiped out every living soul in every city from the largest, New York, to the fiftieth largest, Witchita, Kansas, 

we would have killed only 60 to 80 percent of the people who died in World War II. 

Never forget. 

Such a task of remembrance is nearly overwhelming. Can we really feel a personal connection to each of 

those 80 million people? Can we experience the loss of each of those deaths?  Probably not. The challenge is so 

great that we might find it easier to ignore it altogether.  It might even be understandable if we chose to do so. 

80 million voices lost.  80 million voices silenced.  The descendants of 80 million people who in turn 

were never born and are silent.  Their silence engulfs us. 

Out of that silence comes the voice of a 13-year-old girl.  One child from an ordinary family (a family 

strikingly similar to mine and maybe to many of yours:  a mother, a father, and two daughters).  One girl trying 

to cope with oppressive captivity.  One adolescent fighting and ultimately losing the battle to survive.  
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Annelies Frank, or Anne Frank as we know her, now has a staggering responsibility:  she is asked to 

speak for six million Jews and perhaps even for the 80 million people who died as a result of Axis aggression.  It 

is a great and perhaps unjust burden to place on one teenager who in her short life had already suffered the 

unimaginable and the unthinkable. 

Never forget.  Never forget Bergen Belsen.  Never forget Mi Lai and Rwanda.  Never forget Charlie 

Hebdo or the Bataclan. 

Art helps us to remember.  Music can help Anne to carry her heavy load.  James Whitbourn's ANNELIES 

invites us—no, demands of us—that we hear Anne again.  As we do so, we remember that each of those 80 

million people (and countless millions since) had an everyday life that perhaps wasn't so very different from our 

own.  

Anne’s story has been told many times.  High school students still read her diary, which has been 

continuously in print since it was first published in 1947.  It appeared in English translation in 1952.  A new 

translation appeared in 1995, including material that Otto Frank, Anne’s father, held back in the original 

publications.  That more recent translation forms the basis of ANNELIES. Anne’s story is the subject of numerous 

books.  Her diary has been made into plays and movies.  What can we add to this? 

Music has a unique capacity to reach into our emotional core and to move us with more immediacy than 

almost any other art form.  Appropriately then, ANNELIES avoids most of the narrative details from the diary and 

instead focuses on its emotional landscape.  Anne, calling her diary Kitty and writing the entries as letters to this 

imaginary companion, speaks mostly about relationships:  her feelings about her family, her reactions to those 

in captivity with her, and her thoughts about the people helping them from outside. She relates specific 

incidents, such as the time early in their exile when they think their hiding place has been discovered.  She deals 

with the mundane but frustrating details of domestic arrangements and housekeeping. Rather than recounting 

events, however, James Whitbourn and his librettist, Melanie Challenger, focus on the kaleidoscope of feelings 

these experiences arouse.  The music vividly portrays fear at the possibility of capture, doubt and confusion as 

the family goes into hiding, nostalgia for the simple and often overlooked details of life before hiding, the sense 

of a narrowing world as the family enters the annex, monotony and boredom, appreciation of the outside world 

and its beauty, and so on.  In the end, feelings, not things, are the most important.  “Memories,” writes Anne, 

“mean more to me than dresses.” 

Never forget. 

There is a risk.  Setting Anne’s words to music can serve to idealize her, to make her a symbol, and even 

to distance us in some ways from the raw truth of her experience.  Music is, by its very nature, somewhat 

artificial, in the sense that it is the product of artifice.  The refinement of music could work in various ways:  it 

might set the words in a sort of frame that allows us to glance at them and move on much the way we look at a 

painting in a museum, or it can carry us deeply into Anne’s psyche and visceral sensations. 

Whitbourn uses a vast palette of sounds to evoke Anne’s emotions and thereby to move ours.  His 

materials include popular melodies:  you will hear “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary” and “We’ll Meet Again,” along 

with snatches of other songs that Anne might have heard on the radio—one of her only means of contact with 

the world outside the Annex.  In the sixth movement, you will hear an old German song beloved in Holland, “Der 

Winter ist vergangen.” There are recollections of it later, for instance in the setting of words from the Psalms 
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and Lamentations in movement 13.  Most of the music is new, of course, rather than quotations.  This often 

centers around a descending and rising figure, both sad and yearning, that first occurs prominently in the 

prelude (play from p. 4 of full score—mm. 28 – 33).  This motive appears throughout the composition in various 

guises. 

A few elements might seem out of place in a work about the suffering of a Jewish girl facing Nazi 

destruction.  There are passages evocative of plainchant, which we associate with Christian worship.  In 

movement 8—about halfway through the piece—the choir sings the words “Kyrie eleison.” I asked James 

Whitbourn why his music includes a prayer from the Roman Catholic Mass and other Christian observances.  I 

found his answer deeply moving: 

The Holocaust [Whitbourn writes] is often seen as an episode in Jewish history. I think it should 

not be viewed in this way. The Holocaust was not the creation of Jewish people; in fact, it was anything 

but. In these two words, Kyrie eleison (loosely: Lord, have mercy), we acknowledge that the Holocaust is 

part of everyone’s history. 

Never forget.  None of us should ever forget, and all of us are culpable. 

This raises an interesting and possibly disturbing question:  who “owns” the story of the Holocaust?  

Who “owns” the stories of other acts of oppression, violence, and destruction?  The phrase “History is written 

by the victors” is ascribed to various famous people from Napoleon to Winston Churchill.  Whoever said it, it is 

often true:  those who died have no voice.  So it is not a question, really, of who gets to tell the story of the 

Holocaust, but whether doing so gives voice to those who otherwise cannot speak.   

Who speaks in ANNELIES?  Is there one voice of Anne Frank in the work?  It would be easy to assume 

that the soprano soloist represents Anne, but that overlooks that most of the words that the chorus sings also 

come from her diary.  In a very real sense, every one of the performers—singers and instrumentalists alike—is 

Anne’s voice.  And as we have heard, Whitbourn wants us to remember that her story is everyone’s story, that 

no matter who we are, we have a responsibility to her suffering and to that of the unnumbered victims who 

experienced similar moments of dread and horror but whose voices are less vivid to us. 

Never forget that Anne Frank was one among many.  There were 80 million others; there were others 

before; and there have been others since. 

What does “never forget” call upon us to do?  Once we have remembered and perhaps relived the pain 

of Anne’s captivity and death, what more is required?  Is remembering enough? 

Remembering takes very little effort in our world, and it’s easy to proclaim our righteous indignation. 

We can look up information on our phones in a heartbeat and post our outrage on Facebook.  Perhaps that’s as 

far as it goes.  Is that adequate?  We say “never forget” because we want to be sure—to be absolutely, 

unquestionably sure—that no such horror ever occurs again.  Do Facebook posts or even coming to concerts 

accomplish that?  How often should we remember?  Once a year?  Once a month?  Once a day?  And do we 

simply become absorbed in the sensation of memory, or do we take action? 

Despite the enormity of the abominations we are called upon to remember and understand, our 

response doesn’t need to be grandiose.  We can help the homeless.  We can feed the hungry.  We can be 

advocates for those with no voice.  When we stand on a line for hours to vote, we are acting in part in 
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remembrance.  We especially do so if we look at our leaders through the lens of the horrors we recall as we 

listen to ANNELIES.  We especially do so if we remind our leaders that these atrocities can never happen again. 

We are understandably frustrated with a world that seems dysfunctional.  We are legitimately fearful of 

violent extremists and terrorists.  Anne reminds us that oppression and violence never ease frustration or 

overcome fear.  Resisting oppressive and violent solutions to our problems, no matter how unhappy or fearful 

we become—this is the most essential form of remembrance.   

As long as we act from a sense of responsibility informed by the memory of Anne and the 80 million who 

died with her, we are living “never forget.”  If we succumb to fear, or even worse, become passive, we have 

forgotten.  To do that risks walking down the terrible path of the Nazis and the Fascists who, we should 

remember, ultimately destroyed themselves as they tried to eradicate everything they found abhorrent. 

It can be exhausting to confront the carnage of World War II.  A couple of years ago, I visited the 

American Cemetery in Normandy and stood in the midst of the 10,000 graves there.  Those are the people who 

never made it ashore on June 4, 1944—D-day.  Despite the beauties of a crystalline blue sky and the gentle lap 

of a calm sea, I could scarcely breathe:  It was like standing in a slaughterhouse.  I usually try to remember in 

quieter, less disturbing ways so that I have the energy to resist cruelty and injustice. 

Every now and then, though, persecution comes and finds us.  After the dress rehearsal of ANNELIES, 

Arianna Zuckerman, our soprano soloist, told me a story. Last week, she sang the work in a Catholic church in 

Zurich, Switzerland.  Arianna asked if there were a place for her to warm up before the performance.  “Don’t go 

in there,” she was told.  “There are Syrian refugees in there.”  So while they sang Anne’s poignant words 

upstairs, the church was concealing refugees downstairs.  I wonder if they could hear the music. 

Anne Frank’s clear voice is about to speak to us once again.  James Whitbourn’s haunting, evocative 

music seeks to amplify her voice and perhaps to help it to speak for untold others.     

As we listen, let us challenge ourselves.  Rather than being satisfied that we have once again said “never 

forget,” let us ask ourselves:  who do we cast out?  Who do we force into hiding? 

Only by confronting our own prejudices and intolerance can we hope to prevent the injustice that 

inevitably follows.  Such unflinching honesty and recognition are steps on a path to a better self. 

At the end of ANNELIES, Anne says, “As long as you can look fearlessly at the sky, you’ll know you’re 

pure within.”  These are the last words of the oratorio. 

Whitbourn’s music helps us to find that purity by helping us to feel Anne’s anxiety and terror.  That fear 

calls us to fight brutality wherever we find it—including within ourselves.  At the same time, we must remain 

hopeful, as Anne did, because that is the only way to keep up the struggle. 

Anne asks us to stand for fairness and justice even in small ways so that we can embody remembrance 

and say confidently that we will never forget.   

 


