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The late Chaim Bermant originally wrote this article for the Pesach 1979 issue of the Synagogue Magazine. It is being reproduced here as a fitting article with which to end our Silver Centenary year.

The New West End

The New West End is more than a house of worship, it is a declaration of faith, faith in God to be sure, but faith also in the future of Anglo-Jewry.

Jewish communities tend to set up houses of prayer almost as soon as they are housed themselves (and sometimes even before), but they are generally makeshift places, rough, poorly finished, suggestive not only of penury, but of hesitation and uncertainty, the semi-permanent structures of a semi-nomadic race. The New West End was an affirmation that Anglo-Jewry was here to stay. Everything about it, its majestic proportions, its vast façade, its beautiful marble, its mellow timbers, its stained glass, speaks of self-assurance.

(I have, incidentally, always felt that St. Petersburgh Place was too narrow a thoroughfare for so grand a building, the size of whose façade, in fact, calls for a piazza and it is quite impossible to stand back and see the building in its proper perspective).

The New West End declares its age, the high noon of Victorian England and is almost the exact contemporary of many other noble edifices – like the Albert Hall – which have made Kensington not only the royal but also the regal borough. It is very easy as one looks round the pews to imagine the grandees who filled them, and especially Sir Samuel Montagu (later to become the first Lord Swaythling) the true begetter of the place. Montagu was born in Liverpool and although he had been living in London for much of his adult life it is possible that the design of the New West End was affected by that of the Princes Road Synagogue, consecrated in 1874, for there are many similarities between them, not least the façade, though the interior of the Liverpool Synagogue is much less opulent.

The United Synagogue itself was by then nine years old, and its constituents comprised what newcomers called “die Englishe” synagogue, but some were more “Englishe” than others, and the New West End was probably the most English of all, partly because its name was for so long associated with that of its most celebrated incumbent the Rev. Simeon Singer, an excellent scholar with the relaxed attitudes of a rural dean. (The Rev. “Efie” Levine, whose memory is still cherished, had the cheerful proclivities of a hunting parson), but the building itself declared its Englishness. It was the “Cathedral Synagogue” of Anglo-Jewry with an interior like a basilica whose very splendours imposed their own decorum. It was not the sort of place in which even the light-minded could indulge in light gossip, and anyone who looked around him for the first time could only exclaim “Verily, this is none other than the house of God”.

The Synagogue also came into being at a time when the ethos of Jewishness was most completely at one with that of Englishness so that the process of becoming an Englishman did not, in itself, call for any diminution of Jewishness, and It saw its apotheosis in the person of Samuel Montagu himself, a banker, a Member of Parliament, a monetary theorist, but a devout Jew and a defender of the faith who never let his public responsibilities interfere with his religious duties or his duties to the religious. His very appearance, declared him the patriarch, and not only because he was heavily bearded (though the beard helped) but because he radiated concern. At the same time he recognised the sort of synagogue necessary to his own needs would not have met the needs of the newcomers, hence his generous help to the Federation of Synagogues (of which he was the first President). One rather suspects that he envisaged a process of graduation from the Federation to the United Synagogue as one became an Englishman, and from a common or garden synagogue as one became an English gentleman. And to this day one still has the feeling of having arrived on entering its portals; it gives a sense a sense of attainment. This may be a reason why it is popular as a venue for weddings even among the young couples whose families have never had any connections with the synagogue; it gives the feeling that a union performed under its auspices cannot be other than auspicious.

The drawback to the New West End is that because it is so stately a place one always feels constrained to be on one’s best behaviour. It is not the sort of prayer house where one might dash in for a quick Kaddish. It is eternally Yomtovdik and does give the casual visitor at least the feeling that prayer is no workaday matter and should be reserved for special occasions. One expects a choir and the dominant place occupied by the pulpit leads one to expect a good sermon and the New West End is one place where one has always got one. In this respect, the high standards set by Simeon Singer have been well maintained.

A hundred years is a very long time in the life of a congregation and one is no longer as confident in the future of Anglo-Jewry if only because one is no longer so confident in the future of England, but the synagogue enjoys a secure place in the affection and esteem of the community, and if there will always be an England, and an Anglo-Jewry, one may be reasonably certain that there will always be a New West End.
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