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‘Melancholy Beauty’ brings Holocaust rescue to light
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Most Holocaust narratives are heart-rending and tragic. But one story, rarely told 
outside Bulgaria, celebrates the bold rescue, engineered by ordinary citizens through a 
mass showing of civil disobedience, of almost 49,000 Jews from Nazi extermination. 
Kalin and Sharon Tchonev are bringing that story to America. 

The Tchonevs, whose Jewish grandparents were saved in that rescue, are the 
masterminds behind Thursday’s performance at Citi Wang Theatre of “A Melancholy

Beauty,” an oversized oratorio featuring mixed choirs, symphony orchestra, soloists, 
narration and folk instruments. It’s dedicated to preserving the memory of the rescue. 
The collaboration features an international mix of ensembles, including members of the 
Boston Modern Orchestra Project, and is being staged in New York and Washington, 
D.C., as well. 

“We need to tell this story so it can show how people can behave under pressure,”
Kalin Tchonev said by phone recently. “For people who are weak and cannot defend 
themselves, this is a lesson of strength, of character and of bravery. 

“I believe this is the appointed time to tell this story,” he continued. “Immediately after 
the war, Bulgaria became communist, and under communist rule this story remained in 
the dark. During the war the Bulgarian king allied himself with the Nazis, but they did 
not fight, and the majority of the people were never in favor of the laws that the Nazis 
presented. 

“Three attempts were made to put Bulgarian Jews on trains to Poland, and three times 
they were stopped. The Bulgarian Orthodox Church played a major role, but it was 
countless people in all walks of life that stepped up.”

Tchonev conceived of “A Melancholy Beauty” in 2007, and has been organizing it 
ever since. 

“My wife is the granddaughter of two who lived,” he said. “I was sitting in a Berlin 
theater in 2007, thinking about World War II and the Holocaust, and I was gripped with 
thanksgiving with what the Bulgarians did, how their hearts stood firm. Since then it 
has been a total sacrifice for my wife and me, financially and otherwise, to make this 
happen. A sacrifice, but an honor. 

“(Composer) Georgi Andreev and I studied together 20 years ago at the Sofia (national) 
academy of music, and even then he was exceptional at composing Western music with 
folk influences.”
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Collaborators include the Khorikos Choral Ensemble and the Philip Kutev National 
Folklore Ensemble. Maestro Henry H. Leck conducts. Soloists include Boston native 
David Kravitz. 

“I feel this is a message of the utmost importance,” Tchonev said. “And I wanted it to 
be heard in all the cultural capitals in America. For me, this is a heavenly commission.”

“A Melancholy Beauty,” at Citi Wang Theatre, Thursday. Tickets: $31.50-$66.50; 
866-348-9738. 

Technical problems: If you have a technical problem with your account please e-mail 
bostonherald@newsbank.com. 
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