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“Out of the chrysalis”



Commemoration ceremony of the liberation of the concentration camp of Terezin
Terezin, 8 May 2005
The last, the very last,

So richly, brightly, dazzlingly yellow.

It went away I'm sure because it wished to kiss the world good-bye.

For seven weeks I've lived in here,

Penned up inside this ghetto.

But I have found what I love here.

The dandelions call to me

And the white chestnut branches in the court.

Only I never saw another butterfly.

That butterfly was the last one.

Butterflies don't live in here, in the ghetto.

Pavel Friedman wrote those sad but beautiful words in 1942, here in Terezin.

He was just a young lad – one of more than 140 000 Jews deported here from their homes in Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands and Austria.

Many of them were brilliant people.

There were gifted writers like Karel Poláček and Norbert Frýd.

There were leading composers like Pavel Haas, Gideon Klein, Hans Krása and Viktor Ullmann.

There were intellectuals, artists, musicians and theatre people – too many to mention.  They put on secret performances and concerts in attics and yards. They gave lectures on cultural and scientific subjects.  They even composed new works right here in the Terezin ghetto, in spite of the horrendous living conditions.

Some of their compositions have survived: the composers have not.

After appallingly inhumane treatment came death – whether from illness and starvation or by mass murder.

Some 15 000 children passed through Terezin. They too tried to keep their hope alive through singing, painting and writing.  Their writings and paintings – hidden and later recovered – are all that remains of those young lives.

Only a hundred or so out of the 15 000 survived the war.  The little hands that once held pencils and paint brushes, the young eyes that saw the beauty of a butterfly, were brutally destroyed.  Their hopes and dreams were crushed.

What a tragic and senseless waste of human life and human potential! 

How could human being do this to other human beings?

And how, above all, could it happen here in Europe, the birthplace of Humanism and the Enlightenment? Europe, the continent that so often presumed to preach morality to other continents?

“Love one another”. “Do unto others what you would have others do unto you”.

The words of a wandering Jewish teacher 2000 years ago.

Europe hailed those words as divine but largely failed to put them into practice.  

A failure that culminated in the horrors of the 1940s.

 We also came to this terrible point in our history through nationalistic pride and greed, and through international rivalry for wealth and power. It was precisely to put an end to such rivalry that the European Union was born – the first ever supranational organisation in which sovereign nations voluntarily share their sovereignty.

European nations may well disagree over all kinds of issues – but instead of fighting we now sit round a table and discuss them until we reach an agreement.  It means a lot of compromises, but it works!

Yet there are those today who want to scrap the supranational idea. They want the European Union to go back to the old purely inter-governmental way of doing things.

I say those people should come to Terezin and see where that old road leads.  

 We rejoice today at the ending of the Second World War and all its horrors.

We celebrate 60 years of peace – but we must never take peace for granted.

Each generation of Europeans must renew our collective resolve never again to allow war and enmity to come between us.

Nor must we allow intolerance, xenophobia and antisemitism to rear their ugly heads in our midst today. As George Santayana said:

“Those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it”.

And, as Edmund Burke said:

"All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing." 

Those millions who were lost to the human race here and at Europe’s other death camps must never be forgotten.

That is why I applaud organisations like the Terezin Initiative Institute and the Terezín Chamber Music Foundation.  They are doing a marvellous job, preserving the memory of the people who suffered and died here, and the music, art and literature they created.

But I hope Terezin will do more than preserve the memory of its dark past.

I would like Terezin to help Europe build a bright future.

This place should become a place of encounter and dialogue between people of different generations, nationalities and beliefs.

A place where hatred and intolerance can be replaced by mutual understanding and appreciation.

A place where people listen to one another and learn from one another.

A place where people come to respect and even (who knows?) love one another.

It will not happen overnight, but I believe it can happen gradually, if the facilities are created, the events organised and enough people are given the opportunity to take part in them.  It will require cooperation between authorities at local, national and EU level, and I hope to discuss the practicalities with my Commission colleagues in the near future.

Ladies and gentlemen,

   The founding fathers of the European Union set out to bind nations together, through shared sovereignty and joint decisonmaking.

I believe we now need a Europe that binds people together, through shared goals and dreams, shared friendship and respect.

Not just a Union of economics and politics but a union of hearts and minds.

A new demos for a new democracy.

The transformation from a technocratic Europe to a truly democratic one, a real Union of people, is potentially as dramatic as the metamorphosis of a chrysalis into a butterfly.  Terezin is, to me, an ideal place in which to begin that metamorphosis.

Pavel Friedman never saw another butterfly: we owe it to his generation, that lost generation, to bring Europe out of its chrysalis and give it real wings.

Am I just a naïve optimist?  Well, I believe in hope – which is not the same thing.  To quote your very own Vaclav Havel:

“Hope is definitely not the same thing as optimism. It is not the conviction that something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how it turns out”. 


Thank you.
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