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PETER KOHN

A FEAST of young musical tal-
ent awaits attendees of this year’s 
B’nai B’rith Showcase finals con-
cert later this month.

Finalists have been chosen 
after competing in the heats dur-
ing August, and Showcase chair 
Andrew Kolb is enthused about 
this year’s offerings.

Students who competed in the 
heats, and will appear as soloists 
in the Showcase event at St Kilda 
Town Hall on September 15, are 
in line to win a prestigious schol-
arship, the $1000 B’nai B’rith 
Victoria Award.

They include Jason Antman of 
Mount Scopus Memorial College 
(guitar), Camilla Dalia Burrows 
of The King David School (KDS) 
(contemporary vocal), Daniel 
Freidgein of KDS (contemporary 
piano), Havah Rotblat of Leibler 
Yavneh College (classical piano), 
Rachel Silber of KDS (classical 
vocal), Benji Wald of Victorian 
College of the Arts (clarinet), Orr 
Zacks of McKinnon Secondary 
College (recorder), Daniel Loza 
of Mordialloc Secondary College 
(classical piano) and Gavriel Yee 
of Yesodei HaTorah College 
(strings).

Concertgoers will also hear a 
line-up of ensembles drawn from 
four schools – Mount Scopus, 
Leibler Yavneh, Bialik and KDS 
– including a string trio, a vocals 
trio, and a school orchestra. A 
joint schools project will per-
form Shir HaMasa composed by 
Shlomo Gronich.

The B’nai B’rith Showcase, for-

merly known as the Eisteddfod, 
is open to young people aged 
8-25, said Kolb, who has been 
running the event since 2014, 
when it returned after a half-dec-
ade hiatus. He said the rebrand-
ing has also changed the annual 
event rules to enable young art-
ists to perform in “a friendly and 
collaborative” setting.

Entrants aged 8-10 were not 
judged competitively but received 
constructive feedback and men-
toring, while those aged 11-25 
were judged by an expert panel 
and placed first, second or third, 
and compete for prizes including 
the B’nai B’rith Victoria Award.

Another new element this year 
is that schools will choose the 
vocal and instrumental ensem-
bles that will perform at the 
finals concert but they will not 
be adjudicated.

The B’nai B’rith Showcase will be 
held on Sunday, September 15, 2pm, 

at St Kilda Town Hall (via portico 
entrance). Booking is essential, and 

tickets are $10 (adults), $5 (members 
and concessions) and free (under 

13). Contact the B’nai B’rith Victoria 
office, (03) 9523 0888  

or trybooking.com/BCYNH

tory like this one, and what always 
fascinates me is the moral ambigu-
ity inherent in the story – the fact 
that it’s not this or that, it’s not 
black or white. This man isn’t a 
hero or a traitor or a collaborator, 
but what is he?”

The book’s title suggests 
Armstrong has settled on a way 
to categorise Kasztner, but her 
words indicate she is tending more 
towards the ‘hero’ side of the fence.

“It is a universal situation where 
you get people who are faced with 
danger and yet find something 
inside themselves to transcend the 
danger and confront the situation 
in the way that Kasztner did,” 
Armstrong says.

“Yes, I think he was a hero. 
Collaboration is a matter of seman-
tics – what do we mean by that? 
How do we define it in terms of 
the situation that he found himself 
in? Would it have been better to 
have allowed those 1600 people 
to be killed, rather than negotiate 
with the Nazis? That’s the moral 
dilemma.”

F
URTHER down 
Armstrong’s article that 
appeared in the SMH, the 
author quoted Michael 

Heyward  from Text Publishing, 
which published The Book of Dirt 
by Bram Presser. “What’s interest-
ing about Bram Presser’s book, is 
that now we have grandchildren 
telling their grandparents’ stories 
and grappling with the issue of 
memory,” says Heyward.

The responsibility the third gen-
eration bears, and the ripple effects 
of the Holocaust that reverberate 
down the family line is central to 
Armstrong’s book.

“It’s like a shadow that people 
are sometimes not even aware of 
until something happens that trig-
gers their awakening to the fact 
that it has been a shadow over their 
entire life,” commented Armstrong.

Interwoven with the contro-
versy surrounding Miklos Nagy, 
The Collaborator tells a contempo-
rary tale about a third generation 
Holocaust survivor, Annika, who 
seeks to unveil the curious circum-
stances surrounding her grand-
mother’s tightly concealed past.

“The mystery is what sets off the 
Australian woman, whose grand-
mother was born in Hungary and 
refuses to talk about the past, and 
it’s her search for the answers to 
this mystery that creates the plot,” 
Armstrong comments.

Growing up almost devoid of 

a religious identity, Annika’s curi-
osity about her grandmother’s 
past is spurred when she witnesses 
another side to her grandmother 
– “an almost irrational animosity 
towards the man that saved her 
life”, explains Armstrong. 

“A lot of Holocaust survivors 
have survived psychologically by 
not talking about what happened in 
the past, and think they are going 
to spare their children and their 
grandchildren the trauma and the 
pain of what they went through, 
but in actual fact – and this is one 
of the themes of The Collaborator 
– secrets have a very destructive 
power that echoes throughout gen-
erations.”

P
RIOR to The Collaborator, 
Armstrong experienced a 
writing dry spell.

Her husband passed 
away shortly after Armstrong’s pre-
vious book, Empire Day, was pub-
lished in 2011.

“Then there was a long hiatus 
when I didn’t write anything. I 
didn’t know who I was, I didn’t 
know where I was, I was completely 
in a fog, and it wasn’t until I heard 
this story that I somehow woke 
up from the fog in which I’d been 
enveloped.”

Upon hearing about the 
Kasztner train, Armstrong felt 
compelled to dig deeper.

She recalls thinking, “I abso-
lutely have to write this story in 
some way ... Maybe if I hadn’t heard 
that story, maybe I still wouldn’t 
have written anything, but the story 
was really a wake-up call.”

Grieving her husband has likely 
influenced The Collaborator – at 
least on a subconscious level.

“Perhaps it made me more 
reflective, more into the emotion of 
the characters. 

“It’s almost, for me, like a magi-
cal process where you sit down and 
you know certain things but you 
have no idea what actually is going 
to emerge from the depths of your 
subconscious mind.”

As a child survivor herself, per-
haps Armstrong’s writings bring 
to conscious awareness some of the 
trauma that child victims witnessed 
and endured.

“I am aware that a million Jewish 
children didn’t survive, so that, in a 
way, I have become their voice. I 
am telling the story of things that 
happened to them – that’s one way 
of looking at it.”

The other way, she said, is by 
considering her own good fortune.

“I owe it to those who didn’t 
survive to try and illuminate this 
dark and almost incomprehensible 
event in human history. As a writer, 
I’m fascinated by human nature, by 
the way people behave, and I think 
these extreme situations are a won-
derful way of examining human 
behaviour.”

The Collaborator is available 
 in stores for $32.99.

Diane Armstrong (right) was recently in conversation with Rita Nash – a second 

generation survivor and author – at the Sydney Jewish Writers Festival.
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Orr Zacks plays the recorder at last year’s concert. Photo: Daniel Goodrich
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Ever done something you regret?
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